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ABSTRACT 
The Anglo-Saxon conversion to Christianity was as much a revolution in literacy as it 
was in religion.  I argue that within this new textual culture, the Anglo-Saxons exploited 
writing’s aura of permanence to counter the social, spiritual, and physical oblivion of death.  By 
using writing both to preserve the dead metonymically through the textualization of their absent 
bodies and to project their metaphorical inscription in heaven, Anglo-Saxon authors defined 
selfhood and community in relation to death and the afterlife.  Whether inscribed on stone, inked 
on parchment, or carved into the very landscape, the written text was therefore a mechanism and 
a metaphor for remembrance of the dead.  I trace the Anglo-Saxon ways of “writing the dead” 
and the metaphoric and metonymic uses of inscription in several genres, including Old English 
heroic and religious poetry, Anglo-Latin prose, and commemorative texts and inscriptions.  Each 
chapter explores a manifestation of the power of writing to embody the dead in the community of 
the living.  Chapter 1 examines Anglo-Saxon funerary inscriptions and libri vitae, which figure 
salvation as the writing of the dead in the “book of life”; Chapter 2 reads Cynewulf’s runic 
signature as a figure of his decomposing and sinful body, which is made whole by the reader 
through reconstituting his name and praying for his salvation; Chapter 3 expands on the notion of 
the textualized body and argues that the liturgical and biblical texts recited and written by the 
dying Bede (as recorded in Cuthbert’s account of his death) function as “textual relics” and 
mnemonics for Bede that enable postmortem prayer for his soul; and Chapter 4 demonstrates that 
the Beowulf-poet imagines heroic death in the familiar terms of text and inscription, mapping 
onto the legendary past the mechanisms of remembrance that were at work in the Anglo-Saxon 
present.  These material and metaphorical modes of writing created fixed points in a decaying 
and transient world, inscribing the dead in the memories and prayers of the living. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 In his account of the miracles that occurred around the tomb of St. Swithun at 
Winchester, Ælfric of Eynsham focuses his Life of St. Swithun on the manifestation of the saint’s 
postmortem power during the reign of King Edgar, a century after the death of this ninth-century 
bishop.  Prior to these miracles, Swithun’s identity and his deeds had long since been forgotten 
by the English, and Ælfric opens by emphasizing the collective ignorance about Swithun: “Þæt 
wæs þæra gymeleast þe on life hine cuþon þæt hi noldon awritan his weorc and drohtnunge þam 
towerdum mannum ðe his mihte ne cuðon”1 [Such was the neglect of those who knew him in 
life, that they would not write his works and way of life for future peoples who did not know his 
power].  Central to Ælfric’s point here are the consequences for failing not simply to remember, 
but to preserve in writing the memory of an individual after death.  Since those who knew 
Swithun did not “awritan his weorc and drohtnunge,” he passed out of memory, with even the 
location of his grave “ofer-worht”2 [covered up] and unknown by those who passed by it.  While 
the need for a written record of Swithun’s power serves as a justification for Ælfric’s account of 
the miracles at Swithun’s tomb, this passage also highlights the importance of written text as a 
critical link to the remembrance of the dead.  Because the living did not properly commemorate 
Swithun by preserving him in writing, Swithun’s life, his death, and even his body’s place at the 
west door of the Old Minster were all forgotten, thus requiring divine intervention and the 
translation of his bones to reanimate Swithun in the people’s memory.  
                                                 
1
 Ælfric, “St. Swithun, Bishop,” Ælfric’s  Lives of Saints, ed. Walter W. Skeat, EETS, o.s., 76, 82, 94, 114 (London: 
Trübner, 1881–1900; repr. in 2 vols., 1966), 442.9–11.  All translations of Old English are my own unless otherwise 
noted.  
2
 Ibid., 442.19. 
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 St. Swithun, unwritten after death and forgotten by the living, provides a compelling 
example of the critical place of writing the dead in Anglo-Saxon England.  For Anglo-Saxon 
authors such as Ælfric, writing was essential to remembrance because it preserved the words of 
long-dead writers and saints, those whose lives and works were essential models of Christian 
living.  But the written text was not merely a vehicle for conveying information: in its capacity to 
outlive its human author or subject, writing afforded a material space through which the dead 
could retain a physical presence among the living, preserving the identity that is otherwise 
threatened by the body’s material ephemerality.  While Swithun—thanks to his saintly status—
was able to protest his being forgotten and then miraculously return to revive his own memory, 
the ordinary dead in Anglo-Saxon England could not so easily overcome a lack of remembrance; 
inscription was thus a way to preserve one’s presence in the memory.  I argue that for Anglo-
Saxons—particularly for those within religious communities and their affiliates—writing served 
both as a technology of remembrance and salvation and as a trope of the body in a complex 
semiotic system that is manifested across genres, from those designed specifically to 
memorialize the dead (including gravestones, memorial books, and epitaphs) to Anglo-Saxon 
heroic and devotional literature.  
 This dissertation examines how the remembrance of the dead was conditioned by the 
technology of writing; it traces the literal and metaphorical functions of writing in Anglo-Saxon 
narrative representations of death and burial, as well as in funerary and memorial practices and 
genres.  I examine how the fear of decomposition was often countered by some form of 
composition—an inscription on parchment, stone, or the landscape that would linger among the 
living.  These texts treat writing as a material trace
3
 of the dead within a broader dialectic of 
                                                 
3
 My use of the term “trace” regarding written words diverges from Jacques Derrida’s use of this term (with respect 
to all language) as the effacement of oneself, of one’s presence; I suggest that early medieval authors understood 
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presence and absence: while the body rots and is concealed within the grave, the inscribed text is 
a form of embodiment, enabling the reanimation of the dead in the prayers of living readers, who 
could secure the dead’s remembrance by God.  As a physical extension of presence, writing 
could counter the dissolving power of death, which threatened to consign an individual to 
spiritual as well as physical oblivion.  Anglo-Saxon practices of writing the dead thus exploit the 
written word’s power both to preserve the dead metonymically through the textualization of their 
absent bodies and to project their metaphorical inscription in heaven.  This sense of permanence 
embedded in the Anglo-Saxon concept of writing was more than simply a conceit of poets 
desiring fame or long-standing social or cultural consequence.  In the context of death and the 
afterlife, the written word became the physical presence of the dead that both ensured their 
remembrance among the living and figured their salvation in the afterlife.   
 
Writing and the Written Word: Technologies of Memory  
 In Anglo-Saxon England, the conversion to Christianity of the late-sixth and early 
seventh centuries meant the expanded necessity of and use for written texts, from Scripture and 
Latin grammars to law codes and liturgical books.  While the upsurge in documentary sources in 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century England tends to overshadow the use of writing in the earlier 
                                                                                                                                                             
writing positively, as a thing left behind by its human author or subject, therefore constituting a form of presence.  I 
therefore use “trace” to denote this sense of presence—with the written word acting as a path or footprint that 
remains from a now-absent thing—rather than Derrida’s use of the term to convey the difference and distance that 
he finds irreparable in both speech and writing.  Although writing is always an incomplete representation or 
substitute for bodily presence, written words by or about an individual offered a means by which he or she—though 
physically absent—could be made materially present.  Since the central metaphor for salvation is having one’s name 
written in Christ’s liber vitae (see below, pages 6–7), I argue that, for medieval authors, the relationship between a 
written word and the individual to whom that writing refers were invested with this concept of the word as a trace, 
an embodied presence.  This approach follows Laura Kendrick’s argument that Derrida’s view of “trace” as 
effacement “is only partly right, for the presence may also be perceived as lingering in the trace.  Derrida wants to 
see the glass as half empty, not half full.  He imagines the trace in the process of disappearing completely, like the 
sound of a voice.  Yet the trace may be and has often been imagined and imaged as a much more lasting—indeed, 
living—sign.”  Animating the Letter: The Figurative Embodiment of Writing from Late Antiquity to the Renaissance 
(Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1999), 14.   
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period, the extant evidence suggests that textual communities were far more prevalent in Anglo-
Saxon England than is often assumed.
4
  Evidence such as the use of the book as a metaphor and 
riddles about quills and manuscripts is highly suggestive of what might be called a “textual aura” 
in Anglo-Saxon England: writing was susceptible to the physical damage of moths and book 
worms, and yet had an aura of permanence in its ability to preserve the words of those no longer 
present.
5
  This retentive power of writing “grants the possibilities of speaking with the distant 
and the dead.  The simple fact that texts outlive their makers [...] provokes an author’s awareness 
that an audience exists outside the narrow confines of his or her time and place.”6  The 
perdurability of writing, which imitates permanence in its ability to “speak” for the absent 
                                                 
4
 Michael Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England, 1066–1307, 2nd ed. (London: Blackwell, 1993) and 
Brian Stock, The Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and 
Twelfth Centuries (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983) tend to privilege the later period and the 
transition from “oral” to “written” culture, largely based on the number of surviving documents.  Patrick Geary 
contests such a view, retorting that “one cannot describe the civilization of western Europe in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries as an oral culture.  Anglo-Saxon England is increasingly seen as the most governed realm of the later tenth 
and eleventh centuries, and this governance relied on written instruments and literate agents to a far greater degree 
than Clanchy assumed.”  Phantoms of Remembrance: Memory and Oblivion at the End of the First Millennium 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 14.  Geary posits that the sparseness of earlier documentation 
“comes from a different understanding of the purposes and uses of writing and the relationship between text, action, 
and object rather than from a lack of writing” and remarks that “the paucity of evidence at our disposal today is the 
result of losses of written evidence, much of which is attributable to decisions made in the eleventh century about 
the utility of the masses of written material inherited from previous centuries.”  Phantoms of Remembrance, 15.  
5
 I use the term “aura” to mean an impression of or an association with permanence as opposed to its physical or 
material reality: writing had an “aura of permanence” for medieval writers and readers because it gave the 
impression of intransience in its ability to outlive its author and secure information for future readers.  Of course, 
whether carved in stone or inked on parchment, writing was not actually materially permanent, but it nonetheless 
retains this association with permanence because it could endure across time.  In this regard, I draw on C. Stephen 
Jaeger’s definition of “aura” as “the accretion of associations around a person, object, or experience, a kind of 
invisible but perceptive amplification of the self.”  Enchantment: On Charisma and the Sublime in the Arts of the 
West (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 8.  Since for medieval grammarians words themselves 
gestured toward the eternal Word (Logos), written language constituted a human and finite representation of a divine 
and eternal concept; it is this association that gave writing its “aura.”  The veneration of writing for its spiritually 
transcendent quality in medieval Christianity therefore also reflects its “aura” in Walter Benjamin’s use of the term 
as “the unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be.”  Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction,” in The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism, ed. Vincent B. Leitch et al., trans. 
Harry Zohn (1936; New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), 1170.  My interest, however, is in how medieval authors 
represent writing and “being written” as having accrued an association with permanence, and how that association 
shapes the discourse about the remembrance of the dead.   
6
 Seth Lerer, Literacy and Power in Anglo-Saxon England (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1991), 86.  
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speaker, allows it to be invested with the words and names of the deceased, giving the dead a 
textual presence where they can no longer maintain a bodily presence.     
 How the perceived permanence of written text was exploited by Anglo-Saxon authors as 
a mechanism for the embodiment of the dead and their remembrance by present and future 
readers is the subject of this dissertation.  While remembrance of the past through the retelling of 
legendary stories was an important aspect of Germanic culture prior to conversion, the influx of 
Christian textual culture introduced new ways of recording and preserving information and, as a 
result, new ways of conceiving of remembrance itself.  The technology of writing ultimately 
shaped the paradigms for describing the memory and expressing the act of remembering in 
Anglo-Saxon England.  Oral sources remained important to writers such as Bede, who often 
acknowledges spoken or firsthand accounts in his work, but the impetus to create a written 
record meant that one would not consign such important events and people to oral transmission 
alone.  As Ælfric affirms in his Life of St. Swithun, it is imperative to write down and preserve in 
books that which ought to be remembered.  Such a change in the material technology of 
remembrance supplied a new vocabulary for articulating what the memory was and how it 
worked.  In his study of the memory in Early Bronze Age Scotland (ca. 2500–1500 BCE), 
Andrew Jones argues that “metaphors of memory and the material organisation of technologies 
are mutually entangled,” such that the production and interaction with material culture 
“embodies certain processes of remembering and forgetting.”7  (To provide an illustration from 
contemporary culture, Jones remarks that computers and “the digital languages of storage and 
retrieval which dominate the discourse of computing” are the dominant models for expressing 
                                                 
7
 Andrew Jones, “Technologies of Remembrance: Memory, Materiality and Identity in Early Bronze Age Scotland,” 
in Archaeologies of Remembrance: Death and Memory in Past Societies, ed. Howard Williams (New York: Kluwer 
Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), 68, 69.  
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cognition and memory.
8)  Jones’ point that technological practices reflect how memory is 
materially expressed—visible at any given time and place in a culture’s production and 
deposition of monuments and artifacts—is readily applicable to the Middle Ages.   
 Such metaphors for the memory, explored more fully by Mary Carruthers in her work on 
the praxis of memory in the Middle Ages, demonstrate the use of textual models for both 
imagining the memory and understanding how it worked.
9
  Remembrance itself was figured 
textually, with the mind likened to an inscribable surface and the act of remembering tantamount 
to thumbing through written pages.
10
  This textual aura and the images for memory it introduced 
came to shape how memoria—the means by which the dead were remembered—was understood 
and described by Anglo-Saxon authors.  Writing was not simply a medium for expressing the 
complex relationship between the dead and the living, but was constitutive of that relationship in 
the Middle Ages.  The Christian textual culture that developed in Anglo-Saxon England with the 
conversion changed not only how the dead were remembered, but also what was at stake if they 
were forgotten.  Memory was no longer an end in itself, whereby the perpetuation of one’s fame 
among the living acted as an ersatz form of life after death; rather, memory became a means of 
achieving salvation—an authentic life after death.  Crucially, in medieval Christian writing, the 
dominant metaphor for attaining eternal life was inscription—being written into the liber vitae 
that Christ will open at Judgment—while one of the metaphors for eternal death was erasure—
being forgotten not only by posterity, but also by God.
11
  Far from simply recording information 
                                                 
8
 Jones, “Technologies of Remembrance,” 68.  
9
 In particular, Mary Carruthers’ chapter on “Models for the Memory” in The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory 
in Medieval Culture, 2
nd
 ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 18–55, explores the various metaphors 
used to describe the mind’s capacity to remember, including the wax tablet and the thesaurus.   
10
 See Chapter 1, pages 34–38.  
11
 The basis for these metaphors of salvation and damnation is found in scripture: John the Apostle writes about his 
vision of the Last Judgment in Revelation, “I saw the dead, great and small, standing in the presence of the throne, 
and the books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were judged by 
those things which were written in the books, according to their works” (Rev. 20:12, Douay Rheims trans.).  These 
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about the dead, then, writing could serve as the physical embodiment of the dead, or what I term 
a “textual relic,” a physical vestige of the dead that ensured their remembrance among the living 
so that they might be remembered by God.  To have one’s name inscribed on the pages of a 
memorial book—or other commemorative objects that imitate Christ’s celestial liber vitae—was 
to anticipate one’s salvation; the actual written text was an image of one’s hope for remembrance 
and wholeness of identity within the community of the saved in heaven.  In other words, to be 
written among the saved on earth was to anticipate being fully present and counted among the 
saved at Judgment.  
 For medieval Christians, writing was therefore spiritualized and also vivified.  With 
Christ as Logos, the eternal Word, words had an intimate connection to divine grace and 
salvation for medieval scholars and grammarians; to work with language and meaning was, as 
Vivien Law remarks, to approach “that zone where the word seems tantalizingly to hint at the 
Word which was the goal of all their intellectual endeavour.”12  Writing could bring the dead to 
life, both figuratively and spiritually, as the written text enables remembrance by the living, and 
remembrance enables salvation through prayer.  In many respects, this view of writing as at once 
embodying and enabling the salvation of the dead stands in stark contrast to modern critical 
theories on written language, which point to the detachment of writing from its human source.  
For example, in Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture, 
                                                                                                                                                             
books record all of one’s deeds, and the consequences for not being written in Christ’s liber vitae are severe: 
“whosoever was not found written in the book of life, was cast into the pool of fire” (Rev. 20:15).  The association 
of damnation with being unknown by God is found in Christ’s discussion of the Last Judgment in the Gospel of 
Matthew: many will cry out to Christ and profess His name on that day, but Christ will respond, “I never knew you: 
depart from me, you that work iniquity” (Matt. 7:23).  This equation of erasure of identity and remembrance is also 
found in the Psalmist’s prayers against his persecutors: “May his posterity be cut off; in one generation may his 
name be blotted out.  May the iniquity of his fathers be remembered in the sight of the Lord: and let not the sin of 
his mother be blotted out” (Ps. 108:13–14).  The request that the persecutor’s name be “blotted out” (deleatur)—but 
the sins remembered (in memoriam redeat)—is glossed in numerous Anglo-Saxon psalters as “adilgod,” a verb used 
specifically in discussions of writing for the practices of rubbing out, wiping off, and erasing.  The removal of the 
damned from the memory of God with reference to Cynewulf’s Elene is discussed in Chapter 2, pages 157–60. 
12
 Vivien Law, Wisdom, Authority and Grammar in the Seventh Century: Decoding Virgilius Maro Grammaticus 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 57.  
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Walter J. Ong asserts that written words are “no longer audible, which is to say they are no 
longer real words, but only marks on the surface which can signal those who know the proper 
codes how to create certain real words or groups of real words.”13  Thus, Ong maintains that 
writing lives on “at the price of death” since it “kills” the author, so to speak—whether he lives 
or dies is irrelevant to the detached, written text.
14
  While the written text has an “afterlife” 
because it “perdures into the future and in this sense lives,” the problem for Ong lies in the 
detachment of these “marks” from the word’s human source.15  Jacques Derrida has 
deconstructed Ong’s insistence on the secondary nature of writing, but Derrida also confirms the 
notion that writing (as well as speech, in Derrida’s view) is “erasing one’s presence,” which is 
fundamental to the “testamentary essence” he ascribes to language.16  While what Ong calls the 
“mortification” of writing accounts for the association of writing and death in literary studies,17 
this “fatal distancing”18 between a human speaker and the written words that inescapably mark 
his absence is, for medieval writers, not a distance, but the means by which a type of human 
presence is sustained in spite of the body’s absence.  Those “marks on a surface” are at once a 
reminder of what is absent and a metonymic extension of presence for the distant and the dead; 
although body is absent, the text remains.   
 The ability of writing to outlast speech—a contributing factor to the ascendancy of 
written language over spoken, or what Derrida termed “logocentrism”— is what gave writing its 
                                                 
13
 Walter J. Ong, Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1977), 234. 
14
 Ibid.  In his discussion of the “mortification” of writing, Ong is aligned with the sentiments of Plato in both the 
Seventh Letter and in Phaedrus; see ibid., 235. 
15
 Ong, Interfaces of the Word, 234. 
16
 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1997), 69.  
17
 Ong, Interfaces of the Word, 235. 
18
 Sarah Webster Goodwin and Elisabeth Bronfen remark, “At the same time, this fatal distancing between letter and 
referent involves more than a multiple death of the textualized object, which is abolished and called into being in 
one and the same representational gesture.”  “Introduction,” in Death and Representation, ed. Goodwin and Bronfen 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 8.    
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power for medieval thinkers.
19
  This notion of written words speaking for their absent speaker is 
the dominant perspective on writing throughout the early Middle Ages, and is articulated by 
Isidore of Seville in his Etymologies, a seventh-century work that was well known across 
medieval Europe and in Anglo-Saxon England.  Before offering the origin of the word litterae 
(letters), Isidore states:  
Litterae autem sunt indices rerum, signa verborum, quibus tanta vis est, ut nobis 
dicta absentium sine voce loquantur.  [Verba enim per oculos non per aures 
introducunt.]  Vsus litterarum repertus propter memoriam rerum.  Nam ne 
oblivione fugiant, litteris alligantur.  In tanta enim rerum varietate nec disci 
audiendo poterant omnia, nec memoria contineri.
20
 
 
[Letters are the indices of things, the signs of words, in which there is such great 
might that they tell us without voice the utterances of the absent.  [Indeed they 
introduce words by the eyes and not by the ears.]  The use of letters was invented 
for the memory of things.  For they would vanish into oblivion unless they were 
bound in letters.  With such a great variety of things, everything can be neither 
learned by hearing nor retained in the memory.]   
 
Given the implied frailty of the human memory, spoken things vanish into the air and are easily 
forgotten, but utterances consigned to letters—which serve as containers for meaning—avoid 
such an end.
21
  In this way, the marked surface of the commemorative text—whether parchment, 
stone, or even the landscape—takes up the speaking faculties of the body and speaks for the 
dead, signifying a human referent for living readers.   
 The issues of absence and presence that are raised by modern theorists of writing have 
begun to be addressed with regard to medieval writers and texts.  Among the more recent studies 
is that of Laura Kendrick on the physical embodiment of written text from late antiquity to the 
                                                 
19
 The complex question of whether the Anglo-Saxons were themselves “logocentrists” is addressed by E. J. Christie 
in his entry on “Writing” in A Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Studies, ed. Jacqueline Stodnick and Renée R. Trilling 
(London: Blackwell, 2012), 281–94. 
20
 Isidore, Isidori Hispalensis Episcopi Etymologiarum sive originum libri XX, ed. W. M. Lindsay, 2 vols. (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1911), I.iii.1–2. 
21
 As Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe remarks, “Isidore comprehends writing visually as a technology of memory, 
despite retaining an aural notion of word.  Letters owe their existence to the need to aid memory, for neither hearing 
nor memory is sufficient to take in the great variety of things.”  Visible Song: Transitional Literacy in Old English 
Verse (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 52.  
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seventeenth century.
22
  According to Kendrick, “Although writing is a way of controlling one’s 
own physical disappearance, it also denies that disappearance by substituting for the body the 
continuity of the line in space, the line imagined as the trace of the body, the body’s presence 
implicit in the linear trace.”23  Kendrick asserts that the “presence” one feels from a medieval 
manuscript is not only from its medium (having been written on skin), but also the personal 
nature of the handwritten text as a “presence-bearing trace”—a mythology of writing that 
Kendrick argues medieval scribes not merely were aware of, but actively mythologized in their 
work.
24
  While alphabetic writing is not fundamentally a “natural trace,” medieval scribes’ 
stylization of letters as bodies—the contorted zoomorphic and anthropomorphic initials with 
hands and faces “turning into linear traces” and body parts “still visible in the forms of letters”—
perpetuates the idea of writing as a “trace conserving a powerful living presence.”25  I modify 
Kendrick’s claim in order to propose that early medieval writers did not merely associate the 
word with the body, as the word-as-body analogies in medieval Latin grammars suggest,
26
 but 
fully exploited this association in their funerary and commemorative texts.  For the Anglo-
Saxons, the written text extended and also shaped the “living presence” of its deceased author or 
subject.  The writing itself—whether an actual inscription on an object or the concept of 
inscription invoked metaphorically—presented an image of the individual’s salvation, his 
identity consigned to eternal memory, that was sealed by the perceived permanence of the 
written word.   
 
                                                 
22
 Kendrick’s approach to Derrida in Animating the Letter and her notion of writing as a living or divine trace has 
been critiqued by E. J. Christie, Quid Est Littera? The Materiality of the Letter and the Presence of the Past from 
Alcuin of York to the Electronic Beowulf (PhD diss., West Virginia University, 2003), 37–40 and 47–54.  
23
 Kendrick, Animating the Letter, 12.  
24
 Ibid., 14–17.   
25
 Ibid., 16, 17.  
26
 See Chapter 2 below, pages 126–30.  
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The Dying and the Dead in Anglo-Saxon England 
To speak very broadly, the “good death” in Anglo-Saxon England was one for which the 
individual might prepare, and thereby have one’s earthly and spiritual affairs in order.  Ideally, 
the dying individual had time for the appropriate rituals of penance to prepare the soul for 
judgment, including receiving the viaticum, with adequate time to arrange the bequests of 
material goods to heirs and other recipients.
27
  While there are far more extant descriptions of the 
deaths of religious figures and saints than there are of laypeople, there is a clear sense that, for all 
individuals, a good death in the early Middle Ages was not a quick death: while mentioned only 
briefly in surviving poetic and prose texts, the “sudden death” was clearly problematic for 
Anglo-Saxons, and reminders that death could come at any moment saturate Anglo-Saxon 
homilies and heroic poetry alike.
28
  The descriptions of the dying across all manner of Anglo-
Saxon religious, legal, narrative, and poetic texts demonstrate that death was imagined as 
occurring in a stunning variety of ways—from being thrown from a cliff if a criminal to being 
eaten by a wolf in the woods—but the near-constant theme is one’s need to be ready for death 
when it comes, and to take measures while living to ensure one’s fate in the afterlife.   
 Central to this preparation was the desire to be remembered by the living, who could aid 
the souls of the dead.  Remembrance of the dead in Anglo-Saxon England—like the practices on 
                                                 
27
 These end-of-life rituals, their origins and distribution, are thoroughly discussed in Frederick S. Paxton, 
Christianizing Death: The Creation of a Ritual Process in Early Medieval Europe (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 1990).  While Paxton’s focus is on Frankish and Carolingian practices, his study draws on references to all of 
northern Europe in the early Middle Ages, including Ireland and Anglo-Saxon England.  
28
 The “sudden death” is particularly feared because it is a death for which one cannot prepare (meaning, without the 
measured and proper last rites administered by the parish priest).  The death without preparation is a death that 
might jeopardize the soul, and Anglo-Saxon discussions of the sudden death are thus underpinned by the lesson that 
because death can come at any time, one must always be prepared.  This message is particularly clear in the gnomic 
statement about sudden death in Maxims I of the Exeter Book: “Dol biþ se þe his dryhten nat, to þæs oft cymeð deað 
unþinged. / Snotre men sawlum beorgað, healdað hyra soð mid ryhte” (Maxims I, ASPR 3, lines 35–36) [Foolish is 
he who does not know his Lord, often to him comes sudden death.  Wise men protect their souls, maintain their truth 
with justice].  With the resounding theme of “Meotud ana wat” [the Lord alone knows], this passage about death in 
the maxims links knowledge with death’s inevitability and suggests that death is indeed not sudden for the vigilant 
man who knows God. 
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the Continent at this time—was centered on the concept of prayer for the souls of the dead.  This 
aspect of memoria was undertaken by the Christian community with which the dead were 
associated.  Posthumous prayers officially started at the individual’s funeral and continued at 
designated intervals after the date of death, depending on that individual’s position and any 
provisions—such as celebrations on the anniversary of death—requested in exchange for 
bequests to the church.
29
  In essence, having participated in the liturgy as part of the laity or 
clerical order during life, the dead continued to participate, since “even after death the faithful 
kept up their roles in the liturgical assembly, through the efforts of the living on their behalf.”30  
One’s inclusion in the liturgy often meant having one’s name recorded in—and also read aloud 
from—a memorial list or book, which would have been placed on the altar during the celebration 
of Mass.
31
  The dead might also participate metonymically in services carried out at the church 
through the inscription of their names on the donated objects that were used during Mass, 
including the church building itself—a practice that remains visible on the surviving Anglo-
Saxon dedication stones and plates.
32
   
                                                 
29
 The role of prayer for the dead in the construction of social identity is discussed by Julia Crick in “Posthumous 
Obligation and Family Identity,” in Social Identity in Early Medieval Britain, ed. William O. Frazer and Andrew 
Tyrrell (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 2000), 193–208.  Prayer for the dead was not desired solely by 
members of religious orders, but was desired also by laypeople in the early Middle Ages, as seen in the requests (or 
demands) for prayers for the soul in Anglo-Saxon wills and the bequests recorded in charters.  Such requests often 
include one’s inscription in a given church register and are thus important demonstrations of family identity and 
social connections in this period.  Parallel cases for these requests are found in Carolingian documents, perhaps 
especially the writings of the ninth-century Carolingian mother Dhuoda in her instructions to her son William; see 
Matthew Innes, “Keeping It in the Family: Women and Aristocratic Memory, 700–1200,” in Medieval Memories: 
Men, Women and the Past, 700–1300, ed. Elisabeth van Houts (Harlow, UK: Longman, 2007), 17–35.  
30
 Megan McLaughlin, Consorting with Saints: Prayer for the Dead in Early Medieval France (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1994), 27.  McLaughlin points out that, from a very early period in the church, the Eucharist 
administered to the dying, the viaticum, is evidence of this participation, as those near death have a final communion 
as a part of the liturgical assembly that is then maintained through the prayers of the living after death.  See also 
Paxton, Christianizing Death, 34–37.  
31
 See Chapter 1 below, pages 41–43 and 46–49. 
32
 For example, the eighth-century lead plate from Flixborough inscribed with seven personal names is thought to 
have once been affixed to an altar or a reliquary, commemorating those individuals; see below, Chapter 1, page 75.  
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 The inclusion of the names of the dead in a list, consolidating the faithful dead of that 
community to a single place, was later echoed by the practice of churchyard burial in Anglo-
Saxon England, which became common for lay and religious alike by the tenth century.
33
  Since 
Late Antiquity, the interest in ensuring one’s remembrance has been the driving force behind 
burial ad sanctos for the particularly wealthy and powerful members of society across Europe,
34
 
who requested tombs “near the altars and relics that they believed would afford them protection 
while they awaited the resurrection.”35  For Anglo-Saxons throughout the period, the desire for 
burial near particular landmarks is common; whether interred near a standing cross or in the 
consecrated ground of the churchyard, both lay and religious desired burial in a marked space 
that could be visited by the living for the purposes of commemoration.  Such a location for the 
body made a statement about the particular allegiances or social position of the individual as well 
as his or her inclusion in that Christian community.  
 A picture of the way that remembrance of the dead in Anglo-Saxon England was tied to 
the physical body is provided by Bede in the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum in an 
example not of remembrance, but of intentional forgetting: one could be denied both postmortem 
prayer and inclusion among the faithful in burial.  Shunned by the living, these particular dead 
are assumed to be damned, their physical exclusion from the typical memoria presumed to 
                                                 
33
 For a general overview of the advent and popularity of the Anglo-Saxon churchyard burial, see Dawn M. Hadley 
Death in Medieval England: An Archaeology (Stroud: Tempus, 2001), 11; and Dawn M. Hadley and Jo Buckberry, 
“Caring for the Dead in Late Anglo-Saxon England,” in Pastoral Care in Late Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Francesca 
Tinti (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 2005), at 125–32.  The process by which an Anglo-Saxon cemetery was 
consecrated for the burial of the dead is discussed in Helen Gittos, “Creating the Sacred: Anglo-Saxon Rites for 
Consecrating Cemeteries,” in Burial in Early Medieval England and Wales, ed. Sam Lucy and Andrew Reynolds 
(London: The Society for Medieval Archaeology, 2002), 195–208.  Since the churchyard burial is defined by spatial 
boundaries that reflect ideological ones, those buried outside this space were thought to be in particular spiritual 
jeopardy, including those convicted criminals whose misdeeds legally prevented their burial in consecrated ground; 
see Hadley and Buckberry, “Caring for the Dead,” 122–23; and Victoria Thompson, “Constructing Salvation: A 
Homiletic and Penitential Context for Late Anglo-Saxon Burial Practice,” in Burial in Early Medieval England and 
Wales, 229–40.   
34
 The display of social status in burial has been explored by Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and 
Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 32–38.   
35
 McLaughlin, Consorting with Saints, 31.  
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illustrate their spiritual exclusion in the afterlife.  In Book V.14, Bede recounts the story of a 
brother he knew personally who lived a life of pleasures and one day had a vision of hell; this 
man was afterward urged to repent because he was still in the body, but he refused because “ipse 
uiderim iudicium meum iam esse conpletum” [I have already myself seen judgment passed upon 
me].
36
  Bede remarks that the man then died without receiving the viaticum,  
et corpus eius in ultimis est monasterii locis humatum, neque aliquis pro eo uel 
missas facere uel psalmos cantare uel saltim orare praesumebat.  O quam grandi 
distantia diuisit Deus inter lucem et tenebras!
37
 
 
[and his body was buried in the furthest corner of the monastery, nor did anyone 
presume to perform Masses or sing psalms or even say prayers for him.  O, how 
great a distance has God separated between light and darkness!] 
 
Bede tells this story so that others might avoid such a fate, but this anecdote also demonstrates 
the degree to which the placement of the body and the acts performed around it were thought to 
mirror—if not directly affect—the spiritual fate of the dead.  Since in Bede’s words no one dared 
“pro eo […] saltim orare” [even to pray for him], it is clear that the physical exclusion of the 
man’s body paralleled the denial of masses, psalms, and prayers regularly accorded to deceased 
brothers for the care of the soul.  Moved as far from the praying community as possible, this 
brother’s grave is physically removed from sight and all interaction with those who might 
petition God on his behalf; in other words, having been removed from the community’s 
interaction, this man was presumed to have also been excluded from the community of the saved.   
 For early medieval Christians, remembrance on earth was tied to one’s remembrance in 
heaven, as salvation is figured as one’s presence in the eternal memory of God.  The 
commemorative texts and memorial lists were meant to aid in this task of remembering the dead 
in prayer, giving these items a very objective function within the medieval religious community.  
                                                 
36
 Bede, HE V.14, (C&M, 504–5).  
37
 Ibid., (C&M, 504); my translation.  
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For this reason, keeping written registers of the dead, inscribing their names in stone or 
parchment versions of a liber vitae, and providing the commemorative space of the marked grave 
were not rituals unique to the Anglo-Saxons; certainly, many of the Anglo-Saxons’ funerary 
practices were shared with people elsewhere in Christendom.  The specific deployment of these 
ideas in Anglo-Saxon texts, however, and their manipulation and extension by Anglo-Saxon 
authors, provide material for a compelling case study of writing the dead in the early Middle 
Ages.  These Anglo-Saxon works about death and the dead use the trope of writing to express 
remembrance—and by extension, salvation—by giving the inscription a metonymic relationship 
to the individual whose identity, once carried by the body, is now represented by a text.  While 
the living petitioned for the deceased and anticipated their inclusion among the saved through 
such practices as written memorial lists and libri vitae and strategically located burials, it is this 
idea of inscription and the physical presence it maintains for the dead that fascinated Anglo-
Saxon writers and supplied a rich store of metaphors for remembrance and salvation.   
 
The Study of Anglo-Saxon Death  
The study of the history of death and its attendant ideologies and rituals began, in many 
ways, with Philippe Ariés’ influential work on Western views of death and dying, The Hour of 
Our Death (1981).
38
  Arguing that the early Middle Ages witnessed the near-complete 
anonymity of burial (“Nothing was written [on tombs], because there was no one to engrave and 
no one to read”39), Ariés contends that there was a resulting loss of the sense of self that was 
rediscovered only after the eleventh century through a revival of epitaphs and portraiture of the 
                                                 
38
 Philippe Ariés, The Hour of Our Death, trans. Helen Weaver (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981). 
39
 Ibid., 203.  
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dead.
40
  Ariés’ statements about the early period tend to overgeneralize these trends, since 
writing on tombs, epitaphs, and portraiture—though rare by comparison with the later Middle 
Ages—certainly did not disappear.  While this dissertation—as a study of the Anglo-Saxon use 
of inscription to counter the physical and spiritual anonymity of the dead—necessarily redresses 
Ariés’ claims regarding early medieval commemoration, it is important to note that, for all 
students of this subject, Ariés’ work established a critical paradigm for exploring historical 
attitudes toward death that has remained central to the study of death and dying.  Essentially all 
studies of death after Ariés—including the present one—explore how a society’s views of dying 
and the dead shaped (and were also shaped by) cultural practices, historical events, and social 
and technological changes.
41
   
 With few exceptions, the studies of death by medievalists in the last several decades do 
not approach the sweeping methodology of Ariés; they are instead rather narrowly circumscribed 
by particular disciplines and categories of evidence from the Middle Ages.  Most of the recent 
work has been situated in the fields of archaeology and history and is focused primarily on the 
buried bodies and the material culture of the grave.  For example, Paul Binski’s broad study of 
medieval death covers the subject on an international scale, but with a focus largely on the 
                                                 
40
 Ariés claims that in the early Middle Ages there is a near-total disappearance of funerary inscription and that the 
loss of identification at the grave—given what he calls “the indifference regarding [the burial’s] exact location” 
(ibid. 206)—is tantamount to the loss of self that only reemerges in the eleventh century.  He argues that, by the end 
of the tenth century, “Public tombs identified by inscriptions had therefore disappeared, except in the case of saints 
[…]” (ibid. 215), though the Anglo-Saxon evidence alone casts significant doubt on the validity of such claims.  
Paul Binski addresses Ariés’ claims about individualism with regard to “selfhood” in Medieval Death: Ritual and 
Representation (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), 92-3 and 130-1.  
41
 For example, Armando Petrucci surveys the use of writing for commemoration in the West from prehistoric 
antiquity to the present in Writing the Dead: Death and Writing Strategies in the Western Tradition, trans. Michael 
Sullivan (1995; Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).  Petrucci’s aim is “to sketch out the set of writing 
practices and written products employed to record the dead in a public way” with an eye toward the social purpose 
of those practices and their weight within written culture broadly speaking.  Writing the Dead, xiv.  This dissertation 
surveys the social place of commemorative inscriptions and memorial texts in Anglo-Saxon England—many 
categories of which are covered by Petrucci in his two short chapters on early medieval commemorative writing—
but it is also interested in the ways in which the concepts of writing and inscription are deployed to metaphorical or 
metonymic ends.  
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funerary monuments and documentary evidence of the later period.
42
  Dawn M. Hadley’s work 
focuses specifically on death in England—narrowed further as a regional study of Derbyshire, 
Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire, and Yorkshire—and covers the Anglo-Saxon period through ca. 
1500.  Other studies narrow this window of time and the range of sources even further: 
Christopher Daniell focuses primarily on the English archaeological evidence for the period 
between 1066 and 1550, and Sam Lucy’s archaeological survey of Anglo-Saxon death and burial 
investigates Anglo-Saxon material culture and ethnicity, focusing especially on the fifth to eighth 
centuries.
43
  In the last decade, these archaeologically focused studies have undergone a shift 
toward thematic investigations of death in early medieval Britain, including Andrew Reynolds’ 
work on “deviant” burials in Anglo-Saxon England and two monographs on memory and 
commemoration in early medieval British burial rituals by Howard Williams and Zoe Devlin.
44
   
 These studies’ primary focus on the grave goods, bones, and burial structures has proven 
invaluable to our understanding of how the Anglo-Saxons across the period treated their dead.  
The narrow focus on particular avenues of evidence, however, typically either separates the 
documentary evidence and archaeological finds from the literary portrayals of death, dying, and 
burial, or else employs the literary evidence to corroborate the physical evidence that comes 
from the ground.  A small number of recent studies on death in Anglo-Saxon England, such as 
                                                 
42
 See above, page 16 n. 40.  
43
 Christopher Daniell, Death and Burial in Medieval England: 1066–1550 (New York: Routledge, 1997); Sam 
Lucy, The Anglo-Saxon Way of Death: Burial Rites in Early England (Stroud: Sutton, 2000).  Among the other 
studies with a similar chronological scope to Lucy’s are two major essay collections: Lucy and Reynolds, eds., 
Burial in Early Medieval England and Wales; and Jo Buckberry and Annia Cherryson, eds., Burial in Later Anglo-
Saxon England, c. 650–1100 AD (Oxford: Oxbow, 2010).  
44
 Andrew Reynolds, Anglo-Saxon Deviant Burial Customs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Howard 
Williams, Death and Memory in Early Medieval Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Zoe 
Devlin, Remembering the Dead in Anglo-Saxon England: Memory Theory in Archaeology and History, BAR British 
Series 446 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2007). 
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the work of Christina Lee and Victoria Thompson,
45
 has placed more emphasis on literary 
evidence, bringing the Anglo-Saxons’ textual depictions of the dying and the dead to the fore and 
allowing the archaeological data to inform and to complicate our understanding of death in this 
period.
46
    
 This dissertation aims to reorient the archaeological focus of much of the work on death 
in Anglo-Saxon England toward the rich textual representations of death and dying, which offer 
critical insights into how Anglo-Saxons sought to be remembered and what was at stake if the 
dead were forgotten.  While drawing on the methodologies of archaeological studies of Anglo-
Saxon burial and commemoration, I demonstrate how literary evidence can contribute as much to 
our understanding of Anglo-Saxon attitudes toward death and the dead as their graves and grave 
goods.  In particular, I take up the study of the material culture of death to consider how an 
inscription acts as both an aid to remembrance and also a form of bodily presence among the 
living; the material object, whether literally or figuratively inscribed, acts as a trace of the 
identity of the dead that was once maintained by the body.  A framework for this approach to 
material culture and death has been developed in the fields of anthropology and sociology, in 
which the treatment of one’s physical commemoration is viewed in terms of social preservation 
(or “presence”) versus oblivion.  In the introduction to their study of memory and material 
culture, which is focused primarily on modern British funerary practices, Elizabeth Hallam and 
Jenny Hockey remark that  
                                                 
45
 Christina Lee, Feasting the Dead: Food and Drink in Anglo-Saxon Burial Rituals (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 
2007); Victoria Thompson, Dying and Death in Later Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 2004).  
Thompson’s study focuses on the period from Alfred to William I, drawing on a wide range of sources, from 
medical texts, saints’ lives, homilies, and poetry, to funerary monuments, wills, and commemorative masses and 
psalms.   
46
 One recent study on literary representations of medieval death bears mentioning here, though its focus is largely 
on the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: Kenneth Rooney’s Mortality and Imagination: The Life of the Dead in 
Medieval English Literature (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011) traces the macabre as an English cultural phenomenon 
through an examination of texts (and images), including the Danse Macabre and The Legend of the Three Living 
and the Three Dead.  
  
19 
 
in contemporary contexts, the threat of death is very much bound up with the 
possibility of oblivion.  Not only may individuals or groups believe that there is 
no independent existence after death; they also face the possibility of social 
erasure and the annihilation of identities that they have lived out.  Memories of 
the dead […] are as much a bulwark against the terror of the forgettable self as an 
inescapable aftermath of lives which have come to an end.
47
 
 
Although Hallam and Hockey’s work refers only fleetingly to commemorative practices of the 
Middle Ages, their conclusions are nonetheless applicable to the Anglo-Saxons’ treatment of 
remembrance and their use of metaphors related to the material culture of death.  The Anglo-
Saxons conceived of identity in relation to death and the threat of oblivion: being erased from the 
“book of life” and forgotten by society, posterity, and God.  Thus, their use of inscription and 
their invocation of the idea of “being inscribed” sought to avoid not only the “social erasure” 
among the living mentioned by Hallam and Hockey, but also (and more importantly) spiritual 
erasure—the “annihilation of identity” that is realized in an afterlife of eternal oblivion.   
 As I aim to show in the chapters that follow, inscription was a powerful metaphor in the 
Anglo-Saxon perception and discussion of death and the afterlife.  The written text is not merely 
a record, but a textual relic that acts at once as a mnemonic of the dead and a physical means of 
mediation with living readers.  This approach to texts written by and about the dead thus takes 
Kendrick’s argument for “animating the letter” to new ends: in the context of writing the dead, 
the stylization of “letters as bodies” takes on the figurative sense not of animation, but of 
reanimation, with the body-as-text offering a way to reanimate the dead in the memories of the 
living.  In light of the body’s absence, Anglo-Saxon writers provided a textual “body” for the 
dead that could maintain the identity long after the burial and dissolution of the physical body.  
The text is positioned as a new “skin” for the remembered dead, replacing the surface of the 
body that once identified the individual with a new, marked surface.  This metaphorical skin—
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 Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 4.  
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sometimes also the literal skin of animal—acts as a mnemonic for the departed individual and a 
metonymic extension of the hidden or dissolved body.
48
  Such a text enables the deceased to 
maintain a physical presence in this world in the hope of an eternal presence in the next. 
 
Overview of Chapters 
The chapters of this dissertation trace the Anglo-Saxon ways of writing the dead and the 
metaphorics of inscription in several genres, including Old English heroic and religious poetry, 
Anglo-Latin prose, and commemorative inscriptions.  Each chapter is concerned with the ways 
in which this textual aura came to shape how remembrance, particularly concerning the dead, 
was imagined and explores a manifestation of the power of writing to embody the dead in the 
community of the living.   
 Chapter One examines the most immediate evidence of the convergence of writing and 
death in Anglo-Saxon England: the libri memoriales—monastic books that list the names of the 
dead—gravestone inscriptions, and carved or written epitaphs, all of which use writing to record 
information about the deceased.  I argue that such inscriptions materially embodied the absent 
dead on parchment or stone, enabling their reanimation in the memories and prayers of readers.  
Applying in part Hallam and Hockey’s sociological framework for death and material culture, I 
suggest that such commemorative objects and their inscriptions replace the now-hidden body “as 
                                                 
48
 My concept of the text as a “metaphorical skin” is adapted from Howard Williams’ work on early Anglo-Saxon 
cremation urns, which Williams suggests acted as both a literal and figurative container for the deceased individual, 
a sort of “second skin” or “second body”; see Williams, “Death Warmed Up: The Agency of Bodies and Bones in 
Early Anglo-Saxon Cremation Rites,” Journal of Material Culture 9.3 (2004): 282.  Williams further remarks that 
the frequent decoration of burial urns with incisions, stamps, and carved decorative motifs and the care that was 
taken to contain the remains within them suggests that “it may be possible to regard the pots as representing a new 
‘skin’ or ‘surface’ of a metaphorical ‘body’ created for the dead in the post-cremation rites.  The aim may have been 
for the various materials that made up the burial deposit to reconstitute the integrity of the corpse lost through 
cremation.”  Williams, “Material Culture as Memory: Combs and Cremation in Early Medieval Britain,” Early 
Medieval Europe 12.2 (2003): 99.  Without denying Williams’ approach to these urns, I argue that a 
commemorative text offers an even more compelling case as a “second skin” for the deceased.  Unlike the cremation 
urn, which was buried, the commemorative text or monument remains visible, like the external bodily features that 
were once whole and visible on an individual.   
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a site of social being and subjectivity”;49 by bearing the identity of the deceased, the object acts 
as a metonymic extension of the body that reminds the living of the dead.  Particularly in the 
case of the funerary monument or gravestone, the physical proximity of the inscription to the 
buried body suggests a “porous boundary”50 between the body and the material object that comes 
to represent the dead.  This relationship between funerary monuments and the dead whose bodies 
they mark has been explored within a literary context by Mary K. Ramsey, who argues that the 
flexibility and anonymity of the Old English elegies replace with written text the malleable and 
transitory physical grave monument:  
Ethnographers examining the function of grave goods and grave markers suggest 
that, for mourners, not only can the marker become the physical representation of 
the dead, but also, because of its immediacy, the symbol can become the 
embodiment of the dead through a type of psychological transference.  The 
remains of the body are hidden from view, but the grave marker is above ground 
and visible; it becomes the locus for grief.  Especially for one who never knew the 
deceased, the grave marker stands in place of the person commemorated; with the 
passing of a generation, the dead are reduced to identification with the marker or 
the graveyard.
51
 
 
Ramsey goes on to question the durability of such physical grave markers and argues for their 
inherent mutability and impermanence in order to suggest a quasi-permanent “locus for grief” in 
elegiac poetry.  She thus suggests that the anonymity of the Exeter Book elegies “invites the 
audience members to remember their own lost comrades, to re-create their memories as part of 
their personal experience,” arguing that “the mutability of the marker echoes the mutability of 
the story.”52  While Ramsey ultimately denies any perceived or intended permanence in the 
grave marker (or even written text—she closes with the statement that “both memory and text 
                                                 
49
 Hallam and Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 37.  
50
 Ibid., 14.  
51
 Mary K. Ramsey, “Dustsceawung: Texting the Dead in the Old English Elegies,” in Laments for the Lost in 
Medieval Literature, ed. Jane Tolmie and M. J. Toswell (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 49–50.  Here Ramsey 
specifically cites the work of Mike Parker Pearson in The Archaeology of Death and Burial (Stroud: Sutton, 1999; 
repr. College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 2000). 
52
Ramsey, “Dustsceawung,” 57, 53.  
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are themselves as mutable and transient as the lost one they wish to commemorate”53), she 
nonetheless makes a critical connection between both the marker and the body and the marker 
and the written text, which I extend in this chapter.  I argue that, for the Anglo-Saxons, writing 
the dead did connote a type of permanence, and the individuation of the dead was far more 
important to Anglo-Saxon Christians than is allowed by Ramsey’s argument for the “mutability” 
of both grave marker and text.  Although not physically permanent, inscriptions in both ink and 
stone were viewed as perdurable: they conveyed the same permanence of memory sought by the 
faithful dead, which is consistent with the analogy of salvation as everlasting writing—having 
one’s name written in Christ’s liber vitae.  To be written on earth was to maintain a material 
presence among the living, a materially impermanent inscription that was meant to portend one’s 
permanent inscription in the memory of God.  
 Furthermore, this chapter argues that, in each of these genres of Anglo-Saxon 
commemorative writing, the inscribed name or image aimed to overcome the anonymity and loss 
of subjectivity consequent upon the dissolution of the body into unidentifiable parts, and the 
burial of multiple dead in common graveyards.  At the same time, the marked grave was itself a 
type of “inscription” on the Anglo-Saxon landscape, writing the dead on the land through a 
monument that was encoded—through its images, decoration, and even painted text—for 
specific readers.  By localizing the individual’s presence (“Here lies…,” often rendered in the 
Latin formula hic requiescit) and by invoking prayer for the soul (“Pray for...,” in formulas such 
as ora pro anima or gebiddaþ þær sawle), the most common epitaph formulas counter the fear of 
                                                 
53
 Ibid., 66.  While the physical reality of the transience of text and the fallibility of the memory are our perceptions 
of these concepts, I would argue that the Anglo-Saxons, whose commemorative texts are the focus of Ramsey’s 
study, would not have seen these technologies of memoria as limited, mutable, or transient.  Such texts are 
“potentially immutable and immortal,” to use Ramsey’s phrase, in that they have repercussions in the afterlife in the 
Christian Anglo-Saxon worldview: the remembrance of the dead in the prayers of the living is critical to one’s 
salvation, which is figured as being “written in heaven” and in Christ’s liber vitae; see Chapter 1, pages 36–51.   
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physical dissolution as well as spiritual oblivion.  When transferred from gravestone to 
manuscript, the adverb hic deictically relocates the body to the page, giving the inked epitaph the 
rhetorical weight of the tomb.  Because these commemorative texts retain this sense of the 
body’s proximity, they allow readers to visualize the materiality of the tomb while treating the 
text as a presence-bearing trace—a new “skin” for the dead.  
  Expanding on the notion of the text as a metaphorical body, Chapter Two explores the 
nexus of death, the body, and the written word in the runic “signatures” of the Anglo-Saxon poet 
Cynewulf.  Four Old English poems—Fates of the Apostles, Elene, Christ II, and Juliana—
include runes spelling the word CYN(E)WULF interwoven into the poetic lines of their 
epilogues, each of which addresses human mortality and the afterlife.  Whereas most studies of 
the runes focus on identifying the historical person of Cynewulf or interpreting the rune-names, 
this chapter approaches Cynewulf’s name, its form and textuality, within its immediate context.  
Given the epilogues’ focus on the fate of body and soul, I read these signatures through the lens 
of the medieval grammatical analogy that equates the word with the body and the word’s 
meaning, which animates the “dead” letters, with the soul.  The runes scattered among the poetic 
lines are a figure of Cynewulf’s broken, sinful body, severed from his soul at death.  He calls on 
readers to reassemble CYN(E)WULF, to reunite the word with its meaning and pray for his soul, 
creating an image of the whole, reconstituted body at resurrection.  Read this way, the letters of 
Cynewulf’s name serve as a physical embodiment of the poet on the manuscript page, while the 
reconstitution of their collective meaning by the reader prefigures the reunion of his soul and 
body at the resurrection—the constitution of his selfhood in the next life.    
 Cynewulf’s choice to use the visual distinction of runes for his name within the death-
centered content of the epilogues has not gone entirely unnoticed; Maureen Halsall has argued 
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that Cynewulf’s use of runes in connection with mortality echoes the use of runes on several 
Anglo-Saxon gravestones.
54
  Given this known funerary use of runes, Halsall contends that 
Cynewulf used runes to “emphasize the theme of human mortality”;55 he was effectively 
“creating for himself the verbal equivalent of a Christian grave monument” in each of his poems 
by “consciously exploiting the traditional connection between runic symbols and grief over the 
inevitable dissolution of the human body.”56  Halsall does draw a critical and convincing link 
between Cynewulf’s signatures and the commemorative epigraphs of Anglo-Saxon Christian 
grave monuments, but I argue that Cynewulf’s signature is fundamentally different from these 
monuments because he is both the subject and the executor of his own memorialization.  As 
such, his signature presents a type of proleptic commemoration: Cynewulf prepares for his death 
by using writing to ensure his place in the memories of his readers, thus recognizing the salvific 
potential of the text itself.  In other words, it is not simply the runes as runes—a distinctly 
funerary script in Halsall’s view—that “emphasize the theme of human mortality,” but the way 
in which mortality itself is textualized in Cynewulf’s poetry, particularly with respect to the fate 
of the poet himself.  The signatures demonstrate Cynewulf’s broader attention to the power of 
the written word to preserve and convey his memory after he has passed on by representing a 
body shattered by mortality that can only be pieced back together through prayer and, ultimately, 
salvation. 
 Shifting to textual recitation and the concept of text-as-relic, Chapter Three focuses on 
Anglo-Latin works by and about the Venerable Bede.  Like Cynewulf, Bede envisioned written 
text as a means to perpetuate his memory and enable intercessory prayers by his monastic 
community.  In Bede’s explicit request for prayer in the Prologue to his prose Vita Sancti 
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 Maureen Halsall, “Runes and the Mortal Condition in Old English Poetry,” JEGP 4 (1989): 477–86. 
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 Ibid., 486. 
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 Ibid., 484. 
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Cuthberti, he positions this written vita as a mnemonic and a metonym for himself in the 
community at Lindisfarne, fashioning the text as a relic that would inspire prayers for its 
deceased writer or compiler.  This chapter argues that this discourse of remembrance, positioning 
text as a physical relic of the dead, is taken up by Bede’s pupil Cuthbert (not the saint) in his 
Epistola de Obitu Bedae, which provides an account of Bede’s last days.   
 Cuthbert’s letter has received limited critical attention, and much of the scholarship 
focuses on either the “accuracy” of Cuthbert’s account of Bede’s death or the controversy over 
Bede’s authorship of the short vernacular poem Cuthbert includes in this account, known as 
Bede’s Death Song.  What has been overlooked in Cuthbert’s letter is its saturation with explicit 
references to the act of writing and the specific texts the dying Bede handled, from antiphons and 
patristic works to Old English poetry and scripture.  I argue that Cuthbert’s textual references 
and quotations—all of which would have been familiar to the monastic audience of his letter—
textualize death by building a connection between these particular texts and the death of Bede.  
As physical objects associated with the deceased, these texts forge an intimate link between the 
dead and the living.  Particularly in the case of those texts written (via dictation) by Bede on his 
death bed, the association of the text with the dying body situates these written works as textual 
relics of Bede himself; the texts are completed even as Bede himself “completes.”  In treating 
text as both a relic of and mnemonic for the dead, Cuthbert’s letter situates writing in the same 
way that Bede himself proposed for his own remembrance.  Since they are imprinted with Bede’s 
identity, the continued use of these textual relics would invoke Bede’s memory and ensure the 
continued prayer for his soul long after his passing.  
 Building on the previous chapters’ discussion of Anglo-Saxon technologies for inscribing 
the dead, Chapter Four reads the mechanisms of remembrance in Beowulf as fundamentally 
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textual, the product of a Christian poet’s reconceptualization of death and fame in the pagan past.  
Many interpretations of Beowulf’s death and funeral—focusing especially on his cremation and 
burial with grave goods—have questioned the seemingly pagan nature of these rituals.  Weighed 
for or against the poet’s perspective on these events, such discussions of Beowulf’s death are 
largely used as critical fodder in the debate over the Christian nature of the poem and the 
heathenism of its central figure.  This chapter highlights the parallels between Anglo-Saxon 
practices of writing the dead and Beowulf’s desire for remembrance, suggesting that both the 
mechanisms by which that desire is carried out in the poem and the language used to describe 
those processes would have been familiar to a Christian Anglo-Saxon audience.   
 Preparation for death in Beowulf requires bequeathing wealth to one’s heirs and ensuring 
one’s legacy for the ages.  Particularly in the case of Beowulf, who anticipates his death at 
multiple points in the poem, the rituals surrounding the body and the physical objects that are left 
behind show a marked concern for memory.  Unlike Scyld Scefing at the poem’s opening, whose 
body vanishes at sea and leaves no physical relic among his people, Beowulf is especially 
concerned with the materiality of memory: for Beowulf, these commemorative objects become a 
physical trace of the dead in light of the body’s absence after burial, so that the dead are not 
forgotten by the living.  As exemplified by the death of the anonymous “Last Survivor” just 
before Beowulf’s own death, the worst fate is for one’s identity to be forgotten, consigned to 
oblivion as if one had never existed—a fate that echoes Christian Anglo-Saxon descriptions of 
damnation.  The childless Beowulf can bequeath only the dragon’s hoard to his people and his 
kingship to his nearest relation, Wiglaf.  But by ordering a barrow to be built so that “afterward 
sea-faring men will call it ‘Beowulf’s Barrow’” (lines 2806–7a), Beowulf inscribes himself on 
the landscape, his barrow serving as a mnemonic of his renown and as a record of his name for 
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posterity.  The Beowulf-poet thus imagines heroic death in familiar terms of memory and text, 
mapping onto the legendary past the mechanisms of remembrance that were at work in the 
Anglo-Saxon present.  
 These material and metaphorical modes of writing created fixed points in a decaying and 
transient world, inscribing the dead in the memories and prayers of the living.  The intransience 
of text enabled the living not only to commemorate the dead, but also to provide proleptically for 
their own commemoration after death.  Writing the dead thus ensured the continuity of personal 
identity in communal memory across generations in this world and figuratively inscribed the 
dead in the imagined community of the next world.  The technologies and metaphorics of writing 
and remembering the dead, therefore, were central to the Anglo-Saxon construction of 
subjectivity and community. 
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CHAPTER 1: Writing the Dead in Ink and Stone:   
Inscription, Identity, and Community in Anglo-Saxon England 
 
 
 The figuring of salvation as inscription—being “marked” among the elect—is exploited 
across the corpus of surviving texts from Anglo-Saxon England, from metaphors of salvific 
writing in both verse and prose to the material iterations of such writing in Anglo-Saxon 
commemorative texts and funerary inscriptions.  These latter texts include inscribed monuments, 
epitaphs, libri memoriales (monastic books that list the names of the dead), obits and necrologies 
(which preserve dates of death), and libri vitae (“books of life” meant to emulate the celestial 
book opened by Christ at Judgment in which the names of the saved are inscribed).  These 
sources provide the most immediate evidence of the convergence of writing and death in Anglo-
Saxon England, inscribing the dead into memory both literally and figuratively.  I argue that such 
inscriptions materially embody these absent dead in parchment or stone, enabling their 
reanimation in the memories and prayers of readers.  Far from simply recording information 
about the dead, writing served as the physical embodiment of the dead, or what I term a “textual 
relic”—a physical vestige of the dead that ensured their remembrance among the living so that 
they might be remembered by God.  The inscribed text signifies absence but also creates a 
perdurable, physical space for the dead in the community of the living in the hope of securing for 
them an eternal presence in the community of heaven; the inscription itself is a legible trace of 
the dead that substitutes a body of flesh with one of ink or stone.   
 This approach to inscribed memorial or funerary objects takes as a starting point recent 
studies of material culture and memory in the fields of sociology and archaeology, in which the 
material object is read as acquiring its meaning through acting as an extension of the body of the 
deceased.  In their study of death and material culture from the early modern period to the 
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present, Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey survey the material metaphors for the memory—
including the medieval figures of storehouses or bee hives—demonstrating the culturally charged 
associations between the physical world and the concept of memory.
1
  They claim that 
If memory and memories are grasped through sets of associations with material 
structures and objects, this is suggestive of broader social and cultural processes 
that link persons or subjects with material domains.  The materials of memory, 
whether in the form of texts, visual images, objects or bodies, hinge upon and 
acquire their significance through conceptual linkages between personhood and 
the material world.  If personhood and social identity are fashioned through the 
body and the material objects with which this body is associated, then it is 
through that body and these objects (either directly or via associations with further 
bodies and objects) that the deceased are kept within memory.
2
 
 
Material objects once associated with the dead—including items such as jewelry, clothing, 
letters, books, photographs, and even snippets of hair—become mnemonics for the dead after the 
whole, physical body is no longer accessible.  The link Hallam and Hockey make between 
material culture and the dead is readily visible in the Middle Ages in the treatment of physical 
relics of saints, as the items that a saint owned or handled in life, as well as his or her physical 
body after death, become imbued with that figure’s presence and divine power.3  Such an item 
perpetuates the memory of the saint not simply through its remaining a visible part of living 
society, but through the investment of that object with the identity of the dead as the object 
continues to interact with the living.  The body “as a site of social being and subjectivity”4 is thus 
transferred to and invested in a material object or—especially in the case of a bodily relic—a part 
that now stands in metonymically for the whole.   
                                                 
1
 Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 29–36.  For their 
discussion of the conception of memory in late antiquity and the early Middle Ages, Hallam and Hockey draw 
primarily on the work of Mary Carruthers. 
2
 Ibid., 36–37.  
3
 See the overview of saints’ relics and miracles at shrines in Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints: Its Rise and 
Function in Latin Christianity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 1–22 and 106–27.  See also David 
Rollason’s discussion of relics and shrines in Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), 
23–59. 
4
 Hallam and Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 37 
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 In the early Middle Ages, such a transference of subjectivity was not exclusive to saints’ 
body parts, but was, I argue, an integral part of the remembrance of the dead at many levels of 
society, and particularly within religious houses.  The “conceptual linkages between personhood 
and the material world,” to use Hallam and Hockey’s phrase, are manifested in Anglo-Saxon 
England in the writing down or carving of the names of the dead.  With the previous bearer of 
identity—the body—now removed from sight and social interaction, the material surface of 
parchment or stone onto which the name or figure of the dead is inscribed becomes both literally 
and figuratively invested with the identity of the deceased.  These practices reflect a desire not 
only to maintain identity after death—and thus to counter directly the body’s physical dissolution 
and disappearance—but to shape that identity for the next life and prefigure the salvation of the 
deceased individual.  As I demonstrate in this chapter, the use of both text and images on Anglo-
Saxon funerary and memorial monuments constructs specific messages about the dead and their 
identities as part of particular communities (in both this life and the next); this inscribing and 
carving was essential to the preservation and projection of identity.  Thus, while studies of death 
from the last century gloss over the early Middle Ages as a commemorative wasteland where the 
dead were anonymous and obscure,
5
 I argue not only that individual identity was viewed as 
spiritually critical in this early period, but that it is precisely the problems of anonymity and 
obscurity that such funerary inscriptions were specifically meant to counter.  There is clear 
evidence of the Anglo-Saxons’ desire to mark out an individual space for the dead and even to 
protect bodily unity after death,
6
 which is consistent with the Anglo-Saxons’ view that 
                                                 
5
 The assumption of anonymity in early medieval burials is perhaps most notable in Philippe Ariés, The Hour of Our 
Death, trans. Helen Weaver (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981); see the Introduction, pages 15–16. 
6
 The issue of bodily unity (or, rather, fear of disunity) is addressed in Blickling Homily VII (Dominica Pascha), 
which reassures its audience that the bodies of all the dead will be resurrected when the trumpets are blown, “þeah 
þe hie ær eorþe bewrigen hæfde, oþþe on wætere adruncan, oþþe wildeor abiton, oþþe fuglas tobæron, oþþe fixas 
toslitan, oþþe on ænig wisan of þisse worlde gewiton ealle hie sceolan þonne arisan” [though they were previously 
covered by the earth, or drowned in the water, or consumed by wild animals, or carried off by birds, or torn to pieces 
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anonymity in death was extremely perilous, as damnation itself is figured as oblivion—both 
forgetting and being forgotten by God.
7
  Moreover, we can assume that secure burial and 
remembrance were desired at all levels of Christian Anglo-Saxon society: as Dawn Hadley 
remarks regarding the use of now-lost wooden grave markers in northern England in the eighth 
and ninth centuries, “Such markers may not have been the sole preserve of the wealthy.  Many 
burials excavated from cemeteries of seventh- to ninth-century date reveal a lack of inter-cutting 
of graves, and this suggests that many burials were marked in some way above ground.”8  
Although not all the Anglo-Saxon dead are named on stone monuments or in memorial lists, and 
what survives likely reflects privileges limited to members of religious houses and wealthy lay 
patrons, the desire to maintain a legible, physical presence among the living demonstrates an 
investment in identifying the dead and the importance of their individuation for the next life.  
Where this is most visible is the treatment of the names of the dead in Anglo-Saxon documents 
and inscriptions.     
 In Anglo-Saxon England, the name is treated as a manifestation of personhood: in life, it 
signifies the embodied person; in death, the physical, inscribed object replaces the body, as the 
living now interact with this inscribed object, bringing the individual to mind.  In most cases the 
dead (while still living) did not write their own names, which were instead inscribed by 
professional carvers or scribes, but the inscription of their identity becomes a type of bodily 
presence once the physical body inevitably disappears; as Laura Kendrick remarks, “Although 
                                                                                                                                                             
by fish, or in any way departed this world].  The Blickling Homilies, ed. Rev. R. Morris (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press for EETS, 1879), 95.  The Anglo-Saxons’ interest in bodily unity applies even to saints and their relics in the 
early period: Rollason remarks that “the emphasis of our sources on the use of secondary relics indicates the English 
church’s adherence to the practices of Rome in avoiding the fragmentation of saints’ corpses or skeletons.  It is 
almost as if Bede and his contemporaries were recommending the adoption of the views of Gregory the Great, who 
was so influential in the English church of Bede’s time. […] There were indeed fragmentary corporeal relics of 
English saints but they are exceptional.”  Saints and Relics in Anglo-Saxon England, 27.  
7
 See Introduction, page 6 n. 11, and below, pages 34–40. 
8
 Dawn M. Hadley, Death in Medieval England: An Archaeology (Stroud: Tempus, 2001), 128.  
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writing is a way of controlling one’s own disappearance, it also denies that disappearance by 
substituting for the body the continuity of the line in space, the line imagined as the trace of the 
body, the body’s presence implicit in the linear trace.”9  Since these memorial inscriptions were 
meant to invoke remembrance in their readers for the purpose of praying for the deceased—with 
some inscriptions using formulas that directly appeal for prayer for the named dead, such as 
ora(te) pro anima N.
10—the inscribed name embodies the dead in memory as a tangible, legible 
object whose interaction with the living directly affects the deceased’s salvation; the individual 
fate is irrevocably tied to the text.  Particularly when these inscriptions take the form of grave 
slabs or head stones, the physical proximity of the inscription to the grave makes these 
monuments physical extensions of the deceased; the grave itself acts as an “inscription,” marking 
a particular space on the landscape as a locus of remembrance.  This idea of inscription as a form 
of bodily presence is clearly seen in the practices associated with burial ad sanctos—the desire to 
be buried near a particular shrine, altar, or saint’s relic.11  Mark A. Handley points out that, in 
early medieval Europe, “Many of the [funerary] inscriptions sought to record the fact that a 
person was buried close to the saints: that they were in the presence of something holy.  It is 
possible to argue that within Christianity this presence of the deceased also was marked most 
clearly by inscribing their name.”12  I take Handley’s suggestion a step further in arguing that the 
inscription itself is a form of presence; the proximity of one’s name to this holy place 
                                                 
9
 Laura Kendrick, Animating the Letter: The Figurative Embodiment of Writing from Late Antiquity to the 
Renaissance (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1999), 12.  See my discussion of Kendrick’s approach to 
writing and the body in the Introduction, pages 9–10.  
10
 A similar formula in Old English names not only the deceased person, but the patron of the stone.  For example, 
the late eighth- or early ninth-century inscribed cross arm known as Dewsbury 10 (CASSS 8) reads, “—RHTAE 
BECUN A[E]FTER BEORNAE GIBIDDAD D[A]ER SAULE” [—(OE personal name) a monument in memory of 
his child (or lord); pray for the (= his) soul].  Normalized text and translation from Elisabeth Okasha, Hand-List of 
Anglo-Saxon Non-Runic Inscriptions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), 66.   
11
 See the discussion of burial ad sanctos in the Introduction, page 13. 
12
 Mark A. Handley, Death, Society and Culture: Inscriptions and Epitaphs in Gaul and Spain, AD 300–750, BAR 
International Series 1135 (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2003), 170.  
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corresponds directly to the salvation to which the person aspires.  As Handley reminds us, 
“Epitaphs represented the dead, not necessarily as they were, but certainly as they sought to 
be”13—a statement that applies to not only epitaphs, but essentially all forms of commemorative 
inscriptions in Anglo-Saxon England.   
 In some cases, these funerary inscriptions are also accompanied by images and 
iconography that further reinforce the objects’ embodiment of the dead, providing an image of 
the salvation that is hoped for through the objects’ votive function.  These are not genuine 
“portraits” of the dead, but idealized images that figure (and, indeed, prefigure) the salvation of 
the commemorated individuals.  Such monuments give the deceased a different kind of physical 
presence among the living than they previously had; just as the memory of a person is not 
identical to the person, the monument—while connected to and identified with that once-living 
individual—shapes the identity of the dead in a way that looks forward to his or her salvation.  In 
this way, both text and image work together to fashion a lasting presence among the living.  
Concerning the interactions of text and image in Anglo-Saxon art, Catherine Karkov remarks 
that “just as [the Anglo-Saxons] had used art to interrogate what it meant to write, they used 
objects and monuments to interrogate what it meant to inscribe, to write into something.  Writing 
visualizes voice, and the Anglo-Saxons used inscription to embed voice into objects.”14  In the 
case of Anglo-Saxon memorial and funerary inscriptions, both text and image give a voice to 
their silent subjects, allowing the dead to “speak” their own salvation from the grave.  
 In addition to providing the dead a means of continued, physical presence among the 
living through the metonymy of the text, these commemorative inscriptions also figure the 
salvation of the departed by imitating through writing the anticipated permanence of their 
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 Ibid., 186. 
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 Catherine E. Karkov, “Art and Writing: Voice, Image, Object,” in The Cambridge History of Early Medieval 
English Literature, ed. Clare A. Lees (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 73.  
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remembrance by God.  Although writing the dead is in a sense pragmatic, since (as discussed in 
the Introduction) keeping a record of the dead for their recollection in prayer has a practical 
function, these inscriptions are more than simply aides-mémoire.  They are also highly symbolic, 
serving as an earthly imitation of the divine writing that is a metaphor for the individual’s 
salvation.  A key metaphor adopted by the Anglo-Saxons for the memory was the writeable 
surface: the memory—including that of God in His remembrance of humanity—was imagined as 
book-like, a surface that could be both inscribed and erased.  For the Anglo-Saxon Christian, the 
purpose of remembrance is ultimately salvation: to be remembered by God and known by Christ 
at the Last Judgment.  The idea of being “written into heaven” and thus inscribed onto the pages 
of the celestial liber vitae makes use of inscription as a material image of one’s remembrance 
after death.  Writing thus becomes at once a metaphor for salvation and a means to achieve that 
salvation: earthly inscriptions in monastic memorial books or on stone sculptures functioned as a 
mnemonic of the dead for the living, who pray for the dead in order that they might be 
remembered by God.  Put another way, just as the earthly inscription invokes the remembrance 
and prayers of the living, these prayers ensure God’s remembrance of the dead.  Whether 
inscribed on parchment or on stone, these Anglo-Saxon commemorative inscriptions embody the 
identity of the deceased and so give “voice” to their desire for remembrance and the salvation of 
their souls.   
 
Writing on the Mind: Metaphorical Inscription and the Anglo-Saxon Liber Vitae  
Anglo-Saxon writers and poets figure the materiality of the memory in various ways, 
often invoking the image of a container to describe the workings of the mind,
15
 where things are 
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bound in the memory as if in an enclosure and forgetting is comparable to exile.  For instance, as 
discussed in Chapter 2 below, Cynewulf figures the memory of God spatially, describing the fate 
of the damned in the epilogue to Elene as, “Gode no syððan / of ðam morðorhofe in gemynd 
cumað”16 [They will not afterward come from that place of torment into the mind of God]; thus, 
to be damned is to be cast out from God’s memory and into the oblivion of hell, forgotten for all 
eternity and deprived even of their own remembrance of God.
17
  This notion of the memory as a 
place where information and identity are securely stored is closely linked with the idea of 
inscription in Anglo-Saxon texts, in which “writing on the mind” is used as a figure of the 
memory.  In the Exeter Book poem The Order of the World, for example, the introspective 
thought of the learned mind is figured textually, suggesting that the mind is an inscribable 
surface on which information is written to be kept.  The poem opens with a question to a 
knowledge-seeking reader and the speaker’s views on how one acquires wisdom about the world 
and creation.  Having remarked on wise men’s practice of “fricgende” [asking] and “secgende” 
[telling], the speaker states,  
Forþon scyle ascian,  se þe on elne leofað,  
deophydig mon,       dygelra gesceafta,  
bewritan in gewitte  wordhordes cræft,  
fæstnian ferðsefan,  þencan forð teala;
18
  
 
[Therefore, he who lives with courage, the deep-minded one, must ask about the 
hidden origins, inscribe on the mind the word-hoard’s craft, fasten it within the 
thought, think forth thoroughly].  
 
                                                                                                                                                             
Epilogue to the Pastoral Care,” JEGP 107.1 (2008): 25–56; and Antonina Harbus, Cognitive Approaches to Old 
English Poetry (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2012), 24–51.  Leslie Lockett has recently challenged the assumption that 
such descriptions of the mind and psycho-physiological responses in Anglo-Saxon texts were metaphorical and 
argues that these descriptions are a form of embodied realism; see her Anglo-Saxon Psychologies in the Vernacular 
and Latin Traditions (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2011).  
16
 Cynewulf, Elene, lines 1302b–03, ASPR 2, 66–102. 
17
 For further discussion of this passage in Elene, see Chapter 2, pages 157–60. 
18
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Here the mind is described as if a book: the wise one must “bewritan in gewitte”—inscribe in the 
understanding—knowledge so it may be pondered over and kept.  Like a book with its binding, 
the mind is imagined as an enclosed space, within which wisdom must be secured, “fæstnian 
ferðsefan.”  Regarding this reference to writing and what he terms “the metaphorics of 
bookmaking” in this poem, Seth Lerer remarks that  
Here, the poem uniquely transforms the idioms of epic recitation into an image of private 
thought: instead of unlocking the wordhoard, as a speaker does in virtually all other 
appearances of this word in poetry, The Order of the World enjoins the audience to 
enclose it; instead of rendering an image of oral performance, it offers a figure of writing.  
By encasing the wordhoard within the bound inscriptions of the mind, the poem thus 
metaphorically associates cognition with literacy itself, affirming in these terms its 
overall commitment to a literate interpretation of God’s works and a learned appreciation 
of Scripture and its commentaries.
19
   
 
This conception of writing as synonymous with things kept or saved—securely internalized so 
they may be returned to or considered further—demonstrates the power of writing as a figure of 
the memory.   
 Perhaps the fullest expression of the idea of the mind as an inscribable surface and 
remembrance as inscription is found in the Anglo-Saxons’ portrayal of salvation through the 
metaphor of writing.  Drawing on the description of salvation in the Gospels as having one’s 
name “written in heaven,” which is found throughout early Christian homilies and commentaries, 
Anglo-Saxon authors frequently manipulate or expand this metaphor to give emphasis to the 
inscription as a correlative for the memory.  The salvation of the elect—that is, after death and at 
Judgment—is figured as an inscription that embodies their identity not simply “in heaven,” but 
within the memory; to be written is to be remembered by God.  This manipulation of the 
metaphor of being “written in heaven” is apparent in Homily V of the Vercelli Book.  The 
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homilist sets out his discussion of the Nativity with the miracles at Christ’s birth and the nature 
of man’s salvation.  He states,  
Se godspellere sæde þæt middangeard wære gewriten þa Crist wæs acenned.  On þan 
wæs getacnod þæt he com on menniscum lichoman se wolde his þara gecorenra naman 
awritan in ecre gemynde eadges lifes, swa he him gehet 7 swa cwæð: “Gaudete et 
exultate quia nomina uestra scripta sunt in celis. [Geblissiað 7 gefægniað for ðan ðe 
eowre naman synt awritene on heofonum.]”20 
 
[The gospel said that earth was written when Christ was born.  In that it was betokened 
that he came in human form, he who intended to write the names of his chosen ones in 
the eternal memory of the blessed life, as he himself ordered and so said, “Rejoice and 
celebrate because your names are written in heaven.”] 
 
Expressing the written nature of salvation, the homilist here makes a significant adaptation to 
both his source in this passage, Gregory the Great’s Homilia VIII in evangelia, and the scriptural 
tag he includes here in Latin, which blends Matthew 5:12 and Luke 10:20.
21
  While this passage 
of Gregory’s homily describes Christ as the one “qui electos suos ascriberet in aeternitate” [who 
would write (or “enroll”) his elect in eternity] and both Matthew and Luke have the names of the 
chosen written in heaven (“in celis” or “on heofonum”),22 the Vercelli homilist changes what 
exactly is being inscribed.  Rather than the writing of the elect in heaven or eternity, he says they 
were written “in ecre gemynde,” suggesting that the Anglo-Saxon homilist viewed the mind of 
God as an inscribable surface on which the saved are written.  Placed in league with the concepts 
of heaven and eternity, the “gemynd” of Homily V is likewise figured as permanent, securing the 
chosen in the text of memory.  In this regard, “gemynd” has the more concrete sense of 
“memorial” or “record,”23 figuring remembrance in heaven as a tangible, inscribed object.  The 
writing is in effect an “eternal memorial” of the elect, whose remembrance is ensured through 
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 Vercelli Homily V.100–105, in The Vercelli Homilies, ed. D. G. Scragg, EETS o.s. 300 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1992), 116.  
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their names’ inscription on this surface.  Like the Anglo-Saxon memorial- and gravestones 
discussed below,
24
 inscribing the names of the dead is figured as equivalent to remembrance, 
which, though temporary on earthly surfaces, is made permanent in heaven.  
 Celestial writing that prefigures the salvation of the elect is also explicitly treated in 
Vercelli Homily X, which uses the concepts of writing and erasure as metaphors for the fate of 
humanity.  The section on the Incarnation and promise of salvation (lines 9 to 54), which appears 
to be an original composition and has no known source in either Latin or Old English, includes 
an innovative description of salvation in terms of written rights:  
Ær þan we wæron steopcild gewordene, ða we wæron bewerede þæs 
hiofoncundan rices, 7 we wæron adilgode of þam þryðfullan frumgewrite ða we 
wæron to hiofonum awritene.  Wæron we nu syðþan amearcode þurh þone soðan 
scyppend 7 þurh þone lyfigendan [God] 7 þurh þone acennedan sunu, urne 
dryhten, to þan gefean neorxnawanges.
25
 
 
[Before this we were made orphans, when we were forbidden the heavenly 
kingdom and we were erased from the powerful first charter, in which we were 
written in heaven.  We were now thereafter marked through the true Creator and 
through the living God and through the begotten Son, our Lord, for the joy of 
paradise.] 
 
Couched in the language of both writing and “being written,” salvation is here expressed “in the 
social practices of inheritance and land tenure,” all of which circulate around the notion of a 
written, celestial document.
26
  The homilist explains the failure of humanity to uphold its first 
covenant with God, described as a foundational charter (frumgewrit
27
) into which mankind was 
written; as a result, mankind was erased (adilgode) from this divine charter, leaving all of 
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humanity orphans bereft of the inheritance of heaven.  The homilist thus explains the salvation 
offered through the birth of Christ as the opportunity for humanity’s “re-inscription”: through 
Christ, mankind is now marked (amearcode) for paradise and the heavenly inheritance restored.  
Although previously adilgode, the elect are now amearcode, with the repeated a- prefix creating 
a rhetorical contrast between the sounds of the verbs and their contrasting meanings of erasure 
and inscription, metaphors for damnation and salvation.
28
   
 Regarding the celestial writing in Homily X, Scott Thompson Smith remarks that “Christ 
importantly gives salvation through a charter, and redemption is figured as an act of textual 
revision: salvation is both delivered and denied through a master document and it is the hand of 
Christ that updates the mythic text.”29  I would suggest, however, that this notion of 
“documenting” one’s salvation is not merely contained by the image of the frumgewrit and thus 
the writing of the elect, but the writing on the elect: the homilist conceives of salvation at once as 
a celestial inscription on this heavenly document and as a written mark borne by the saved.  
Stating that “Wæron we nu syðþan amearcode” [We were now thereafter marked], the homilist 
suggests that the elect were once “to hiofonum awritene” [written in heaven], but are now 
themselves inscribed.  This “mark” perhaps refers to the baptismal sphragis (“seal”)—the sign of 
the cross received by the Christian following baptism that figuratively seals the individual for 
heaven
30—but here the emphasis is on the relationship between the inscription and the inscribed.  
The physical bodies of each of the elect are linked to the frumgewrit since it, too, is a written 
implement that serves as a metaphor for salvation.  The homilist counters the erasure from the 
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divine charter with the visible marking of the saved, who not only are written into heaven by 
Christ, but embody their salvation through bearing it as an inscribed, legible mark that signifies 
their identity among the elect.  The celestial record of the saved is thus given a direct association 
with the individual body and the preservation of identity, even after death; like the inscribable 
surface of the frumgewrit, the person who is amearcod may be “read” as one among the saved,31 
drawing a parallel between the inscription and the personhood of the individual.  As the body 
had been in life, the inscription itself becomes “a site of social being and subjectivity,”32 a source 
of identity in the afterlife that outlasts and replaces the body itself.   
 The conceptual link between inscribing identity and remembering the dead finds its most 
tangible expression in Anglo-Saxon England in the compilation of memorial books and lists that 
record the names of the dead, sometimes placed alongside the names of yet-living members of 
the community who wished to be remembered after they themselves died.  Such records took the 
form of obits, necrologies, and calendar entries in service books to record a person’s date of 
death; marginal notations of the deceased in martyrologies or gospel books; and, finally, 
individual books compiled specifically to keep the names of the dead, known broadly as libri 
memoriales and libri vitae.
33
  Compiled and maintained by religious communities, these lists 
would include members of that community and others around it, as well as prominent laypeople, 
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friends, and benefactors with whom a religious house had entered into confraternity.  Those from 
outside the religious community would often have their names recorded for the remembrance 
and prayer of the community in exchange for a donation (donatio), perhaps bequeathing land or 
moveable wealth to the monastery; ample evidence of such gift-giving “sawle to frofre” [as a 
comfort to the soul] or “sawle þearfe” [for the soul’s need] survives in wills and charters of the 
period.
34
  These memorial lists formed an integral part of Anglo-Saxon liturgical 
commemoration, as the recorded names would be placed on the altar or read aloud when the 
dead were remembered in the daily services of the religious community, thereby aiding in the 
salvation of those named.  Far from simply recording a community’s benefactors or acting as a 
reminder to pray, these lists symbolically figure the salvation of those inscribed: such texts 
served as tangible, earthly versions of the celestial liber vitae that contains the names of the elect 
and that would be opened by Christ at the Last Judgment (Rev. 20:12).
35
  The function of such a 
commemorative text is manifold; as Simon Keynes remarks,  
The book would constitute the corporate memory of a religious community; it 
would give expression to the community’s sense of its own identity; and it would 
reflect the community’s place in secular and ecclesiastical society.  Above all, 
however, the book would serve as an earthly counterpart of the heavenly “Book of 
Life”—and inclusion in the one could be regarded as a stage towards inclusion in 
the other.
36
 
 
In this way, the salvation of those written into a given community’s liber vitae—even if their 
names were inscribed while they were yet living—was prefigured by their physical inscription 
on the page, as the inscription itself inspired prayers for the dead in order to secure that salvation.  
The recording of a name thus counted that individual as a member of that religious community 
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and, through the individual’s verbal and textual inclusion in religious services, prayers, and 
memorial inscriptions, anticipated his or her inclusion in the community of the saved at 
Judgment.  I would therefore add to Keynes’ list the implicit function of being written in such a 
text: the inscription ensured the continuation of one’s identity from this life to the next, replacing 
the body of the individual with a name, which, unlike the body, remains among the living.  Thus, 
the identities of those within a religious community and their relationships of confraternity are 
physically transferred from their previous, living interactions (while in the body) to a collection 
of inked names on parchment; the grouping of names does not simply express “the community’s 
sense of its own identity,” but physically embodies that community by bringing together the 
names of those previously connected to that community and imitating (and inventing) with ink 
and parchment both their presence and their proximity as members of the saved.  In effect, the 
confraternity lists and memorial books serve as reliquaries of the relationships between the dead, 
both long ago and lately deceased, even as they mediate between the dead and the living 
members who pray for their souls.  These memorial texts were thus not simply evidence of 
relationships within and without a given Anglo-Saxon religious community, but a means by 
which these social relationships could be engineered within a text that emulates Christ’s liber 
vitae, which will be opened at Judgment.  
 There are only a handful of extant Anglo-Saxon lists of the remembered dead (compared 
to the wealth of liturgical texts for commemoration on the Continent
37
), but references to these 
compilations by Anglo-Saxon authors such as Bede suggest that many more were produced in 
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this period than survive.
38
  The eighth-century letters of Lul and Boniface also indicate that 
religious houses would regularly keep and exchange names of their recently departed members 
and such “lists of those in confraternity with a religious house became well established in the 
eighth century.”39  Keynes hypothesizes that if these early records of the dead were initially 
written and kept in “the blank spaces of a gospel-book or on a diptych kept on the altar, it would 
have seemed desirable, sooner or later, to re-organise the records in the form of a special liber 
memorialis, which by scriptural analogy might be called a liber vitae.”40  Two compiled libri 
vitae survive from before the Conquest: one is the Durham Liber Vitae (BL, MS Cotton 
Domitian A. viii), which was kept in the mid-ninth century by the community of St. Cuthbert at 
Lindisfarne, at Chester-le-Street in the tenth century, and at Durham in the eleventh century.
41
  
The other is the New Minster Liber Vitae (BL, MS Stowe 944), later kept at Hyde abbey in 
Winchester, which includes records that predate its compilation in 1031 as well as many later 
additions.  Written by the monk and scribe named Ælfsige and produced shortly after Ælfwine 
became abbot of New Minster,
42
 the latter liber vitae indicates the liturgical use and efficacy of 
“writing the dead” through both text and images.  At the start of the New Minster Liber Vitae is a 
well-known frontispiece (Stowe 944, fol. 6r) showing Queen Emma and King Cnut donating a 
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golden altar cross for the altar at the New Minster, followed by an extended scene of judgment 
on folios 6v and 7r (see Figures 1 and 2).  These images at once foreground and illustrate the 
function of the liber vitae they precede, offering both a present and a future context for the 
names of the dead recorded within it.  The donation image is a multilayered scene organized 
around the large, central golden cross, with Emma and Cnut and two angels on either side of it, 
Christ in a mandorla (flanked by the Virgin and St. Peter) above the cross, and below, an 
architectural portico with a monk filling each of seven niches (Figure 1).  Books factor 
prominently in this scene, as both Christ and the centrally positioned monk at the bottom of the 
page hold an open volume.  Karkov remarks that “The open book held by the monk directly 
beneath the cross is this book, and is an earthly reflection of the Book of Life held by Christ in 
Majesty at the top of the page,” and the yellow tinting of both Christ’s book and the cross show 
their similar “heavenly nature.”43  This image blends several moments in time, layering the royal 
bequest of the altar cross at the New Minster, the monks’ use of the New Minster Liber Vitae 
(for which this folio is a frontispiece), and Christ’s opening of the celestial liber vitae at 
Judgment.  That Emma and Cnut are included in this liber vitae is made clear by the writing of 
their names in capitals around the cross—Ælfgyfu Regina and Cnut Rex—which serve as both 
tituli for their portraits here and the recording of their names in the book for commemoration.  
By illustrating the donation of the cross, this image shows the act that earned the royal couple a 
privileged place in the monks’ liber vitae and thus suggests their inclusion in the celestial one 
opened by Christ.  Such donations at the New Minster would be rewarded in heaven; as the New 
Minster Charter (composed by Æthelwold in 966) states,  
Quicumque pretitulatos monachos bonis quibuslibet locupletans ditare uoluerit . 
creator cunctitenens clementer eos eorumque progeniem totius ubertate 
proxperitatis hic et in futuro seculo ditando locupletet . Scriptis decenter eorum in 
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libro uite nominibus cum Christo portionem in celorum habitaculis habeant qui 
monachos suos quos nostris congregatos temporibus possidet uel uerbis . uel 
factis . sanctitatis studio honorauerint.
44
 
 
[Whoever should wish to enrich the aforementioned monks, making them rich 
with all good things, may the creator, mercifully controlling all things, make them 
and their descendants rich, enriching them with a copiousness of property now 
and in a future age.  Let those whose names were written in the Book of Life have 
a share with Christ in the dwellings of Heaven, those who have honored with 
devotion to holiness, either in words or in deeds, His monks whom He possesses, 
collected as a flock in our times.] 
 
While the royal bequest of the cross is important to the identity of the abbey in its reform and 
refounding under Ælfwine,
45
 such donations also underscore the New Minster monks’ role in the 
recording of names in the celestial liber vitae.  Thus, the frontispiece of the New Minster Liber 
Vitae preserves the king and queen in the act of donation to these monks, an act that the charter 
suggests will earn their names a place in Christ’s Book of Life; in effect, their donation of 
property in this life will be rewarded with celestial real estate in the next.  Since this image of 
Emma and Cnut on fol. 6r has been read as the commencement of the procession of the saved 
into heaven at the Last Judgment depicted on fol. 6v and 7r (Figure 2),
46
 the royal bequest 
pictured here demonstrates the relationship between the inscribing of one’s acts in this life in an 
earthly liber vitae and the salvation that is secured through being written in Christ’s own celestial 
liber vitae.  The frontispiece, therefore, depicts the amalgamation of past, present, and future that 
is bound within this book: the New Minster Liber Vitae secures the identities of those with ties to 
this community who have passed on, and anticipates the moment of judgment when these 
inscribed names will be shown written in the liber vitae opened by Christ.
47
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 The function of the New Minster Liber Vitae is further suggested by the illustration of the 
seven monks at the bottom of the frontispiece, with the central monk holding a book that 
represents the New Minster Liber Vitae.  This image suggests that the monks who actively add to 
the list of names in the book also have a particular role in the provision of salvation for those 
who are included in their book.  An explanation of the intended use for a liber vitae and its part 
in the salvation of those written within it is provided in a brief preface, on fols. 13r–v, that 
precedes the list of names (which starts on fol. 14r):  
Et omnium qui se eius orationibus ac fraternitati commendant . hic generaliter 
habeantur inscripta . Quatinus cotidie in sacris missarum celebrationibus . vel 
psalmodiarum concentibus eorum commemoratio fiat . Et ipsa nomina per 
singulos dies a subdiacono ante sanctum altare ad matutinalem seu principalem 
missam præsentur et ab ipso prout tempus permiserit in conspectu altissimi 
recitentur . Postque oblatam Deo oblationem dextra manu cardinalis qui missam 
celebrat sacerdotis . inter ipsa sacræ  missæ mysteria supra sanctum altare posita :  
Omnipotenti Deo humillime commendentur : quo sicut eorum memoria agiter in 
terris, . ita in illa uita ipso largiente qui solus qualiter ibi omnes aut sunt aut futuri 
sint Nouit : eorum qui maioris meriti sunt gloria cumuleter in cælis . eorum uero 
qui minoris sunt . in occultis ipsius causa leuigetur iudiciis . Gaudete et exultate 
quia nomina uestra scripta sunt in cælis . Ihesus Christus dominus noster . Cui 
cum Deo co-aeterno patre et spiritu sancto honor uirtus et gloria permanet in 
sæcula sæculorum . Amen.
48
 
 
[And may the names be entered here of all those who commend themselves to its 
prayers and fraternity, in the holy solemnities of Mass or in the harmonies of 
psalmody.  And may the names themselves be presented by the sub-deacon every 
day before the holy altar at the Morrow or principal Mass, and may they be read 
out by him in the sight of the Most High, as time permits.  And, after the offering 
of the oblation to God, placed on the holy altar at the right hand of the principal 
priest who is celebrating Mass, during the mysteries of the sacred Mass, may they 
be most humbly commended to Almighty God.  So that just as commemoration of 
                                                                                                                                                             
and below this, a central panel showing St. Peter and a devil each pulling at the arms of a young boy, whose fate is 
being determined by the contents of the books held by an angel on the left and by this demon on the right.  This 
particular panel illustrates the use of the books mentioned in Revelation 20:12: “And I saw the dead, great and small, 
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book of life.  And the dead were judged by those things which were written in the books, according to their works.”  
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them is made on earth, so too in that life, by the bounty of Him who alone knows 
how all are, or are to be, there, may the glory be augmented of those who are of 
greater merit in heaven, and may the cause be smoothed, in the hidden judgments, 
of those who are of lesser merit.  Rejoice and be glad because your names are 
written in heaven.  Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom with the coeternal God the 
Father and the Holy Spirit remains honor, strength, and glory forever and ever.  
Amen.]
49
  
 
This description suggests that the book is to be physically present at Mass daily and that the 
names are to be read aloud, presented by the sub-deacon and then placed on the altar so that 
those included in it might be commended to God.  While the performative aspect of 
commemoration as a part of the Mass demonstrates the role of this book, it is significant that the 
reading of the names is given the mitigating phrase “prout tempus permiserit” [as time permits], 
which implies that the names need not be audible for the Mass to be effective for the dead.  
Perhaps anticipating a time when there would be too many names to read them all aloud during 
Mass,
50
 the preface suggests that it is the names’ presence on the page and their physical 
placement “inter ipse sacræ mysteria” that commends the dead to God.  That is, although the 
names go unread by human eyes and voices, the contents of the book are known by God.   
 The New Minster Liber Vitae demonstrates how the concept of inscription in an earthly 
book is linked with the memory of God, whose remembrance of the dead is here made 
synonymous with the inscribed contents of the liber vitae.  The preface states that just as “eorum 
memoria” [commemoration of them] takes place on earth at the daily Mass, so “in illa uita” [in 
that life] may the merit of those individuals be increased (or leveled, for those with secret 
judgments) by the generosity of “qui solus…omnes aut sunt aut futuri sunt nouit” [Him who 
alone knows how all are, or are to be].  The preface asks that God—who alone knows all 
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(including the occultis iudiciis)—would view those inscribed in this book with mercy, supported 
by the prayers and Masses of the monks that are spoken in close proximity to their written 
names.  Those inscribed in this earthly book are thus anticipated to be likewise written in the 
celestial book, which it imitates, a notion reinforced by the use of the same biblical reference 
discussed above in Vercelli Homily V; to be written in this physical liber vitae is to be included 
among the elect whose names “scripta sunt in cælis” [are written in heaven].   
 The written list of names thus becomes a physical surrogate for the dead, as the 
placement of these names on the altar brings the inscribed dead humbly to the presence of God.  
Since their written inclusion in the liber vitae proleptically figures their inclusion among the 
saved, the inscribed name embodies the identity of the individuals it commemorates: to occupy a 
visual and physical space within this book is to anticipate one’s place in heaven at Judgment.  
The materiality of the written name has a “conceptual linkage”51 with the soul of that person: to 
be written in the liber vitae is to be counted among the elect in heaven and, likewise, to be erased 
is to be absented from paradise.  This relationship between the inscription of one’s name and 
one’s personhood in the afterlife is the subject of a prayer preserved in British Library MS 
Arundel 155, an early eleventh-century collection of forty prayers with interlinear glosses in Old 
English that follow a Roman psalter.
52
  Under the heading “Alia” on fol. 173, the fourteenth 
prayer reads: 
[…] ic bidde þe la milda hælend crist þ[æt] naman minne 
Rogo te, pie Jesu Christe, ut nomen meum  
þu awrite on bec lifes eces 7 mid nanre æfre forgytincge 
adscribas in libro vitę aeternę & nulla umquam oblivione  
si adilegud ac ecum gemynde he si gehealden þurh þe 
deleatur, sed perpetuę memorię servetur per te  
sylfne drihten urne […]. 
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ipsum, dominum nostrum.
53
  
 
[I ask you, lo, merciful Savior Christ, that you write my name in the book of 
eternal life and let it never be deleted into oblivion, but may it be held in eternal 
remembrance through you, our Lord himself.] 
 
By positioning the liber vitae written by Christ as the equivalent of “eternal memory,” this prayer 
links writing the dead with the memory of God, in a similar way as Vercelli Homily V.  The 
petitioner also extends the metaphorics of inscription to include erasure from Christ’s book as 
tantamount to oblivion (oblivio or fogytincg).
54
  To be inscribed in the book is to secure one’s 
identity in heaven; to be erased from this book is to be consigned to an eternity of oblivion, with 
one’s identity blotted out from God’s memory.   
 More than simply a record of the devoted dead, the Anglo-Saxon lists of names in libri 
vitae were considered physical place holders for the elect in heaven.  Such books certainly 
denoted a religious house’s social and political affiliations in their inclusion of wealthy 
aristocrats and kings who had been benefactors of their community.  But in imitating the celestial 
liber vitae of Christ at Judgment, these lists symbolize the preservation of a person’s identity 
from oblivion and his or her inclusion as a part of the broader community of the saved.  The 
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material presence of the written name in an earthly liber vitae anticipates the person’s presence 
in heaven; the inscription occupies metonymically a space that the written dead hope to occupy 
at the day of Judgment.  Since no single liber vitae could fully encapsulate the one that will be 
opened by Christ at Judgment, these lists create communities of the saved on a local level, which 
are understood to be representations of the larger inscription of all the saved written into heaven.  
In this way, the act of written commemoration invests in a complex series of mediations in which 
the book itself (or even the image of a book) mediates the physical presence of the dead in the 
earthly community, even as this object itself stands in for the intangible, celestial liber vitae.   
 Within this metaphor of inscription and salvation in Anglo-Saxon libri vitae, the written 
text and the personhood of the inscribed (or erased) individual are one.  The writing replaces the 
body by taking on the tangible presence the body once had, ultimately substituting the now-
hidden and absent flesh with parchment, ink, and—as the following section aims to show—
stone.  As I remarked in the Introduction, the correlation I am proposing between the dead and 
writing as a presence-bearing trace is not to deny the “fatal distance” between the writing and the 
writer—or, in this case, the written—that is a cornerstone of modern theorists’ views on the 
relationship between writing and death.  Rather, I am suggesting that because this distance is 
necessarily imposed by the physical death of the body, the inscription itself can be exploited for 
its ability to outlast and thus become a surrogate for the absent body.  Absence is assumed in the 
writing and compilation of commemorative texts, even if an individual is living at the moment 
the inscription is made.  Yet this written text persists and its inscription provides a different kind 
of bodily presence—one that imagines the physical text as both a mnemonic for the dead and a 
metonymic extension of their presence in liturgical commemoration, by which the dead may be 
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remembered in heaven.  The inscription of identity on the physical object makes possible and 
anticipates the inclusion of the individual among the saved in the memory of God.  
 
Salvation Written in Stone: Material Permanence and Anglo-Saxon Memorial Inscriptions 
The metaphorics of inscription at work in both Anglo-Saxon references to liber vitae and 
the compilation of lists of the dead for prayer is also apparent in the construction of physical 
monuments and stone inscriptions to commemorate the dead.  Like the Anglo-Saxons’ memorial 
records and libri vitae, these commemorative monuments often include the name of the dead 
(and, in a few rare cases, an idealized image of the deceased), preserving his or her identity for 
remembrance and prayer.  In the following discussion, I expand this notion of the dead being 
written onto a surface to consider these monuments as a form of writing in and of themselves; 
just as the name of the deceased is an inscription on the surface of the stone, the monument is an 
inscription on the landscape that can be “read” as a sign of the deceased individual now that that 
individual’s former marker of identity—the body—is no longer in view.  Since these 
commemorative monuments often have an explicit function as grave markers, the relationship 
between the body and the legible monument is especially close; in other cases, the monument 
may be set up away from the burial at another prominent location, whilst retaining this function 
as a visible, physical sign that identifies the deceased and stands in for the hidden and dissolved 
body.  As Hallam and Hockey remark, “The point at which the body of the deceased ends and 
the material object (for example the memorial, the tomb, the casket of ashes) begins is often a 
porous boundary and this linkage with the body often reinforces the object’s mnemonic 
capacity.”55  Anglo-Saxon practices of writing the dead reflect this attachment of personhood to 
a material object, which serves as a reminder of the dead not simply by recording a name for 
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posterity, but through the physical association of the monument—as both a literal and a 
metaphorical text—and the identity of the deceased.      
 Interpreting medieval burials as one interprets texts has been a particularly widespread 
approach in medieval archaeology in the last decade; it also offers a constructive parallel for 
understanding how commemorative objects concerning the dead can be recognized as legible 
texts.  Burial practices and rituals often leave traces of their function with respect to both the 
dead and the living who oversee the funerals.  These traces allude to the past—the family 
heritage and cultural or political affiliations of the dead—as well as the future—the afterlife and 
the posthumous identity of the deceased individual.  The evidence of such practices must be 
regarded as having layers of meaning that are marked by careful preparation and an awareness of 
display—even if temporarily—within the grave.  For instance, in his discussion of the 
assumptions archaeologists have made about the adoption of boat-burial in seventh-century East 
Anglia, Martin Carver remarks that 
If burial practice is not a practice at all, but a statement which can emerge at any 
time from a hidden mind-set, how shall we analyse it and discover its context?  
One answer may be this: treat burial as poetry.  A grave is not simply a text, but a 
text with attitude, a text inflated with emotion.  It is not the reality behind 
Beowulf, because a burial is itself not reality and is not meant to be; like poetry, it 
is a palimpsest of allusions, constructed in a certain time and place.  But the 
allusions are so numerous and their interweft so complex, that the time and the 
place are the last things we can easily ascertain.  It is the allusions themselves 
which must first be studied.  In brief, burial has a language […].56 
 
This notion of the grave-as-text, which is also taken up by Guy Halsall in his work on 
Merovingian burial practices,
57
 is applied mainly to the arrangement within the grave itself and 
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the dress, placement, and orientation of the body, as well as the assemblage of objects included 
on and around the corpse.  Carver points out that the material culture of the grave “[has] a 
meaning beyond its apparent function,” and that includes the arrangement of the grave, “since 
bodies and grave goods were not absent-mindedly dropped into holes, like broken pottery into a 
rubbish pit.”58  I would further suggest that this approach to graves as legible texts with 
deliberately chosen and arranged content, encoded for particular observers, also applies to the 
choices made for above-ground forms of commemoration, especially those that employ 
inscription.  In fact, while the “text” of the funerary rituals and the burial tableau is “a unique and 
transient event”59 that is no longer visible once the grave is filled in, the choices made regarding 
above-ground commemoration remain visible and continue their signification long after the 
funeral’s end.   
 Anglo-Saxon funerary and memorial sculpture ranged from upright stone slabs inscribed 
with a simple cross to more elaborate “name-stones,” which bear the name of the deceased, often 
in the quadrants of an incised cross.  More elaborate inscribed markers include a variety of Latin 
and Old English memorial formulas, which indicate who is buried there (“hic requiescat” [rests 
here]), name the stone’s patron, or request the viewer’s prayers for the soul of the deceased.  
There are also notable shifts in the patronage and decoration of these stones over time: the 
earliest are found near religious communities—likely commemorating members and benefactors 
of their own houses—while later monuments commemorate lay patrons and their families within 
this religious context.  One might expect that a stone bearing a cross and a personal name, or a 
name as part of a memorial formula, would naturally be a gravestone—as is expected in modern 
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funerary practices—but that is only true of some of the surviving Anglo-Saxon memorial stones.  
Only a few grave markers have been discovered in situ, but weathering on several Anglo-Saxon 
monuments (indicating a lengthy display outdoors) suggests that they, too, may have formerly 
been positioned on the ground specifically to denote the location of the buried body.  Other 
monuments may have been set up away from the body, either within a church or another visible 
spot in the community.  In some cases, these stone carvings—including both memorials and 
gravestones—showcase images in addition to words to commemorate the deceased, as seen in 
the occasional secular “portraits” on Anglo-Saxon cross-shafts.  A far rarer category of Anglo-
Saxon funerary inscriptions includes those which appear to have been buried with the body of 
the deceased, a circumstance that necessarily alters both the intended readership and the function 
of the inscription with respect to the dead.   
 In each of these cases, the use of inscription in stone offers a legible point of reference for 
the dead that I argue replaces the dissolved body and undertakes the identity of the deceased, 
giving them a new “body” in the perdurable medium of stone.  Carver’s point that “burial is itself 
not reality” but a “palimpsest of allusions” thus applies to not only the burial event, but also the 
composition, placement, and function of these objects associated with Anglo-Saxon memoria; 
everything from the location of a commemorative monument to its text and decoration offers a 
particular, idealized message about the deceased, including his or her social, cultural, and 
religious connections.  Perhaps because modern populations in the West are accustomed to 
seeing inscriptions on gravestones, the inscribed texts and references to writing in funerary 
contexts from the early Middle Ages are frequently assumed to be strictly pragmatic.  As a result, 
this most palpable form of writing the dead is often overlooked, along with its connections to 
other commemorative texts produced in this period.  In the context of death and the 
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remembrance of the dead in Anglo-Saxon England, the use of inscription on commemorative 
monuments is both pragmatic and symbolic.  It records (and thus preserves) information about 
the dead while also suggesting the nature of the remembrance of the deceased individual; again, 
to put it another way, writing is a technology of memory—in that it stores the name of the 
departed—and a trope of the body because it textualizes the absent flesh.  While the physical 
body is dissolved and out of sight, the inscription comes to embody the identity of the dead in a 
more permanent form and projects their continued presence in memory both here—in the prayers 
of the living—and in the hereafter.   
 A consideration of the metaphor of inscription in the context of Anglo-Saxon 
commemorative texts must first take into account the medium of that commemoration and the 
material significance of the objects themselves.  The majority of commemorative objects that 
survive from Anglo-Saxon England are in carved stone, which is a marked shift in the material 
culture of commemoration from the Anglo-Saxons’ pre-conversion practices.  Regarding the 
production of sculpture in early England, Richard Bailey states that “Anglo-Saxon sculpture is 
essentially a Christian art form, its technology one of a series introduced to England from the 
Mediterranean world in the wake of the conversion”; so, although stone carving “was not 
entirely alien to the pagan Anglo-Saxons,” stone was not the Anglo-Saxons’ primary medium for 
carved monuments until after their conversion to Christianity.  As Bailey states, “pre-Christian 
Anglo-Saxon art is not expressed through stone carving; it is an art of metalwork, of wood, of 
textiles, and of pottery.  The perishable nature of wood and textiles prevents us from fully 
assessing this pre-conversion art.”60  Among these carved wooden objects were likely early grave 
markers, which have now vanished and left only post holes by which we might imagine their 
placement to mark burials.  In the century after conversion, the dominant medium for elite 
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carving was stone;
61
 all the earliest Anglo-Saxon memorial stones are distinctly Christian, 
making use of both runic and roman script, and appear to have been produced primarily for 
members of Anglo-Saxon (and particularly Anglian) religious communities.  Thus, while there is 
a tradition of carving runic memorials in pre-conversion Scandinavia,
62
 there is very little runic 
material of any kind in Anglo-Saxon England prior to the conversion to Christianity, after which 
there is an explosion in the use of epigraphic runes, which often appear in tandem with (or in 
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sāwol or sāwl […].  Like so many other words dealing with the church and Christian life, it was brought to Norway 
by English missionaries.”  Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, 134.  
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equal status to) roman script.
63
  In this Christian context, there remains some archaeological 
evidence for wooden coffins with only a rare example surviving with carving and inscription 
intact—such as the famous wooden coffin of St. Cuthbert—but, in the main, it seems that stone 
rather than wood was preferred for elite funerary monuments.  Given this change in medium and 
the adoption of Christian and decorative forms influenced by contact with both Irish and 
Continental artwork, Bailey argues that Anglo-Saxon sculptors “were making a visual statement 
about the unity of the Church,” particularly at artistically active monastic sites in Northumbria.64  
In the case of Anglo-Saxon monuments with funerary or commemorative functions, however, I 
would argue that although certain forms and decorative motifs were indeed borrowed from stone 
sculpture elsewhere in Christendom, this shift in the material itself is significant to understanding 
how the Anglo-Saxons viewed both the practical purpose and the symbolic value of the 
memorial object.  While the very idea of inscription conveys a sense of permanence in that texts 
can outlive their makers, the material dimensions of the inscription also have symbolic 
associations that resonate with the memorial function of their texts and decorations.   
 For the Anglo-Saxons, stone carried connotations of durability and intransience, and its 
use for commemorative objects should not be taken for granted as a mere imitation of 
Continental or Roman practices.  Old English lyrics such as The Ruin and The Wanderer refer to 
crumbling stone edifices to reflect on fate and the transient nature of humanity.  In The Ruin, the 
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speaker, perhaps observing the Roman ruins at Bath,
65
 remarks that “swylt eall fornom 
secgrof[ra] wera; / wurdon hyra wigsteal westenstaþolas”66 [death took all of the valiant men; 
their bastions became deserted places].  The contrasts between the yet-visible (though 
dilapidated) stones and the absent humans suggests that, although the fortresses he observes are 
in ruins, they at least remain while their former inhabitants do not.  Using the pathos of decay, 
these lyrics suggest that stone has a sense of eternalness that sets in high relief the ephemeral 
lives of people, whom death has long since carried off.  While not actually permanent, then, 
stone is viewed as distinctly perdurable: it, too, is subject to time and to the elements, but stone 
suggests and imitates permanence, outlasting the lives of humans who once dwelled in or around 
such structures.  The choice of stone for commemorative monuments thus communicates in 
medium (and not simply through its inscription) the desire for eternal remembrance that is 
fundamental to Anglo-Saxon practices of writing the dead.   
 The symbolic associations of the material used for these inscriptions lead me to suggest 
that these monuments are designed to embody the dead for a particular readership, replacing the 
dissolved and hidden body with words and images that constitute a “voice” and thus embody 
their identity after death.  In effect, stone imitates a permanence that the physical body—buried 
and subject to decay—does not have, thus transferring the personhood of the deceased to this 
physical, visible monument, which now carries the identifying marker of the name.  Particularly 
in the case of gravestones, the physical proximity of the inscription to the buried body suggests a 
“porous boundary”67 between the body and the material object that comes to represent it after 
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death.  Regarding the physical nature of different types of commemorative monuments, Hallam 
and Hockey remark that      
Memorials, fashioned in durable substance such as stone and marble are used as 
markers of the site of burial and they often derive their memory-invoking 
capacities from their proximity to the bodily remains of the deceased.  As noted in 
[the discussion of mementos and objects left at the graves of twentieth-century 
British cemeteries], memorials might also be regarded as a replacement for the 
vulnerable body or come to be treated, through graveside practices, as though they 
are a body—this accrual of identity and subjectivity normally associated with the 
living body occurs through the use of particular visual images/material objects.  
The inscription of words, however, is often crucial in establishing relationships 
between the memory object (for example, the memorial stone) and the subject to 
be remembered.  Again culturally and historically specific codes and conventions 
of representation impinge upon the formation of memorial writing—from the 
materials in which it is executed and the language it deploys, to its positioning in 
relation to visual and sculpted imagery.
68
 
 
While there are no surviving Anglo-Saxon descriptions of the placement and function of 
contemporary grave markers, the notion that the monument comprises the identity and 
subjectivity of the body is not absent from the Anglo-Saxon textual or archaeological record.  
This transference of identity is evoked in Anglo-Saxon texts that meditate on death as well as in 
the design of the surviving memorial stones, which use text to inscribe the identity of the dead at 
once literally on the stone and also metaphorically on the memory of the living.  The function of 
these stone monuments is therefore identical to the Anglo-Saxons’ lists of the dead and compiled 
libri vitae, since the stones also serve as a mnemonic for the dead and replace their absent bodies 
with a tangible, physical object.  For example, the Old English elegy The Wanderer includes 
what Victoria Thompson has identified as an “oblique reference” to Anglo-Saxon stone 
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carving.
69
  Following the rumination on that which has passed away in the ubi sunt passage, the 
speaker states,  
Stondeð nu on laste  leofre duguþe 
weal wundrum heah,  wyrmlicum fah.
70
 
 
[There stands now in the path of beloved men a wall, high with wonders, 
decorated with worm-like things.] 
 
Both Thompson and, more conservatively, Richard Bailey
71
 read these lines as a description of 
the carving of serpentine interlace, which is especially prominent on Anglo-Scandinavian 
gravestones in the ninth and tenth centuries.
72
  Several dozen recumbent slab and upright grave 
markers feature such zoomorphic interlace; for example, in the style of sculpture popular in York 
in this period known as the York Metropolitan School, the serpentine interlace appears in the 
quadrants of a superimposed cross and fills the entire broad surface of the grave-cover.  Relating 
the appearance of such wyrmas on stone slabs to her reading of these lines from the Wanderer, 
Thompson states,  
[…] the couplet says that the wall (weal) has replaced the warriors (duguþe), and 
that the creatures with which the stone is decorated (fah) are wyrmas, or at the 
very least like wyrmas, and that they are in some way connected with wonder 
(wundor), a word which often occurs in riddles and invites the reader to consider 
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 See Victoria Thompson, “Memory, Salvation and Ambiguity: A Consideration of Some Anglo-Scandinavian 
Grave-Stones from York,” in Archaeologies of Remembrance: Death and Memory in Past Societies, ed. Howard 
Williams (New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), 220.  
70
 The Wanderer, lines 97–98.  All citations of The Wanderer refer to the ASPR edition: ASPR 3, 134–37. 
71
 See Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 108.  
72
 Other interpretations of this worm-ornamented wall include the serpentine ornamentation on an architectural 
frieze or the remains of herring-bone masonry on Roman buildings in Britain.  (A survey of the most common 
readings of this line is given in Tony Millns, “The Wanderer 98: ‘Weal wundrum heah wyrmlicum fah,” RES 28 
(1977): 431–38.)  While the speaker does describe in lines 73–87 ruined halls, “enta geweorc” [work of giants], and 
their former “burgwara” [citizens] that are suggestive of Roman ruins in the same way as The Ruin, it remains 
possible that the “weal wundrum heah” relates to the speaker’s own loss of fellow warriors rather than the island’s 
Roman occupants from centuries before.  Given the speaker’s suggestion of the wall’s relationship to the now-dead 
men, the interpretation of the wall and its decoration as related to funerary sculpture is entirely plausible.  The 
spatial connection between the wall and death has recently been discussed by Lori Ann Garner, who points out the 
men in the Wanderer fall “bi wealle” [by the wall], a phrase that is repeated three times in Beowulf (lines 1573, 
2542, and 2716) and once in Andreas (line 1492), each case preceding sudden and violent death.  See Garner, 
Structuring Spaces: Oral Poetics and Architecture in Early Medieval England (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2011), 165.  
  
61 
 
paradox and ambiguity.  A single grave-stone may not be a weal, but the poem 
stresses the plurality of the dead warriors by using the collective noun duguþe, 
and weal may therefore be referring to a row of stones rather than a single 
marker.
73
 
 
Thompson compounds her reading to suggest that the wyrmas—a word with meanings ranging 
from “earth-worm” to “dragon”—relate a contemporary fear of bodily decay and consumption: 
“These stones and the wyrmas carved on them physically and spiritually protect the Christian 
body—already within the fold of the consecrated churchyard—against the literal attack of the 
worms in the soil and the damnation which that attack represents.”74  I would broaden 
Thompson’s reading of the relationship between the “wyrmlicum fah” and the dead body to 
consider that the speaker of the Wanderer is suggesting that this “weal” has literally and 
figuratively replaced the men he refers to here and has subsumed their identities as a mnemonic 
for the dead.  The wall “Stondeþ nu on laste leofre duguþe,” with on laste meaning “in the path” 
or perhaps even “as a footprint” or “as a thing left behind”; in other words, this phrase could 
indicate not merely the topographical location of the wall (on the dead men’s “path”) but its 
function with respect to their now-absent bodies.  As seen in Cynewulf’s epilogue to Fates of the 
Apostles when he laments that he must “lætan me on laste lic, eorðan dæl” [leave behind me the 
body, the earthly portion], the “last” is a physical trace left behind by a now-absent figure; in 
Cynewulf’s case, it is the body that is the “last,” left by the departed soul and buried, to be eaten 
by worms.
75
  Read as a poetic description of grave markers, then, this passage of the Wanderer 
offers an image of stone monuments set up as vestigial bodies, not only marking a locus of 
remembrance but also replacing the body physically and materially in the present world.  The 
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speaker views these walls as stone lastas, traces of the now-lost bodies of men that remain even 
when those they represent have long since passed.  
 The speaker of the Wanderer goes on to affirm this parallel between the monument and 
the bodies of the dead as he imagines the experience of both the stones and the people in the 
physical world, connecting the past to the present.  After the couplet describing this wall 
“wyrmlicum fah,” the speaker states, 
Eorlas fornoman         asca þryþe,  
wæpen wælgifru,         wyrd seo mære,  
ond þas stanhleoþu         stormas cnyssað,  
hrið hreosende         hrusan bindeð,  
wintres woma,         þonne won cymeð,  
nipeð nihtscua,         norþan onsendeð  
hreo hæglfare         hæleþum on andan.
76
  
 
[The power of spears took away the men, slaughter-greedy weapons, the mighty 
fate, and storms strike these stone precipices, falling frost binds the ground, 
winter’s howl, when dark comes, night’s shadow grows dark, sends from the 
north fierce hail showers in enmity for men.] 
 
The speaker here juxtaposes the battering forces of weapons that formerly struck the bodies of 
the men with those forces which at present pelt the “stanhleoþu” [stone precipices].  Where the 
men are carried off by a “þryþe”—a force of spears—the stone wall is equally battered by hail, 
frost, and howling wind, and covered in darkness.  This vague reference to a “stony place” is 
taken as a figurative reference to the high “weal” introduced in the previous sentence, a reading 
that is further supported by the speaker’s elaboration of the wall’s relationship to the “leofre 
duguþe” [beloved men] of line 97.77  Where men once stood, this stone wall now stands, left to 
endure the physical hardship of the world that these men once did while in the body.   
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 The speaker’s rumination on this serpentine wall—bookended by his catalogued 
reflections of loss and death in the well-known ubi sunt passage (lines 92–96) and the list of all 
in the world that “bið læne” [is transitory] (lines 106–110)—offers a visual point of reference for 
death in the speaker’s own world.  Although the members of the “leofre duguþe” have died and 
disappeared from view, the speaker’s meditative description of the wall demonstrates that they 
have not vanished from the memory but are instead “reanimated” in the speaker’s imagination 
and his thoughts about them.  The serpentine wall that now stands in their place is thus treated as 
a memorial object which, like Anglo-Saxon stone monuments, functions as a mnemonic for the 
dead by reminding those who see it of the identities of those who previously walked the earth.  
Although the bodies of the deceased are no longer visible, the monument maintains their 
presence in this world in order that they might maintain a presence in the memories of the living.  
 In addition to contributing to the meditation on loss that runs the course of this poem, this 
passage from the Wanderer offers a compelling point of reference for how the Anglo-Saxons 
constructed the relationship between the memorial object and the dead, suggesting that a raised 
stone object replaces the dead in the world of the living.  While in this case, the figure of the 
stone wall leaves the dead “leofre duguþe” unnamed, I would argue that a similar connection 
between the object and the dead is at work in an even more powerful way in the case of stone 
monuments that bear the inscribed name of the deceased.  Writing that is carved in stone has a 
particular power in that it “courted permanency” and was made to last for audiences extending 
well into the future.
78
  This symbolic association of stone with permanence thus “feed[s] into the 
metaphors used to describe and account for the capabilities of memory”79—in this case, 
specifically the approximation of eternal memory through an inscription in stone.  As I aim to 
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demonstrate in the following discussion, these memorial inscriptions are not merely like the libri 
vitae, but they have an identical function to the memorial books and lists of names in that they 
maintain the physical presence of the dead through writing.  In fact, many of these funerary 
monuments can be read as provocative imitations of books and manuscript pages in stone, 
thereby combining the powerful image of Christian remembrance in the liber vitae with a 
material that carries connotations of eternity for all who encounter it.    
 This group of Anglo-Saxon inscribed stones, broadly categorized as “memorial stones,” 
has been discussed by Elisabeth Okasha, who separates these objects into three narrow groups: 
gravestones (in cases where the monument has been discovered in situ over a grave); 
commemorative stones that do not denote the location of the buried body; and lapidary liber 
vitae.
80
  The following discussion will focus on the particular implications of this last category, 
and how the correlation of these stone inscriptions with libri vitae is not only applicable to a 
broader range of Anglo-Saxon funerary inscriptions than Okasha’s categorization allows, but it 
also suggests an investment in the material permanence of stone as a metaphor for the anticipated 
permanence of the identities of the deceased in the memory of God and their place among the 
saved.   
 Among the earliest Anglo-Saxon stone inscriptions for the dead are those from the 
monastic communities of Northumbria—namely Billingham, Birtley, Hartlepool, Hexham, 
Lindisfarne, and Monkwearmouth—which are dated to as early as the mid-seventh century.81  
These name-stones, which have the name of the deceased inscribed in the quadrants of an incised 
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cross, are all designed for upright display, either propped against the wall of a church or partially 
buried in the ground to stand up over a grave (see Figures 3 and 4).  They are all meant to be 
seen by passersby, with the exception of a few inscribed pieces in this group that appear to have 
been deliberately buried with the dead whose names they (presumably) bear.  These pieces make 
use of both runic and roman script, and are among the earliest runic inscriptions in Anglo-Saxon 
England; far from harboring the pagan or magical associations often assumed for this script,
82
 the 
Anglo-Saxons appear to have repurposed their native alphabet following conversion.  David N. 
Parsons argues that the Anglo-Saxon church was responsible for the spread of runic literacy, and 
runes were taught alongside roman script: “The new religion gave a new impetus to the use of 
runic literacy, and the great majority of surviving Anglo-Saxon runic inscriptions are overtly 
Christian in character.”83  In a similar vein, Okasha remarks regarding the audience of these 
name-stones,   
It may be assumed that prayer was desired for those named, even in cases where 
there is no specific request for it.  In view of the lack of literacy amongst much of 
the population of the region at this period, it is not altogether clear to whom the 
request for prayer was directed.  It is usually assumed that it was intended for a 
literate person, perhaps a priest or monk, who could read it aloud to others.
84
 
 
While a lack of reading knowledge of either Latin or Old English would prevent most 
Northumbrian laypeople in this period from reading the names themselves, the inscription could 
have been read aloud—a means of reading gravestone inscriptions suggested by Bede in his 
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discussion of the epitaph of King Cædwalla of Wessex
85—and its text therefore made accessible 
to the unlettered.
86
  It is important to consider that the inscription may have had an impact on 
even the onlookers who could not understand the carved letters.  As Handley claims in his study 
of late-antique and early medieval memorial inscriptions on the Continent,  
We may not be able to argue from an epitaph that the commemorand, or any 
members of his or her family, were literate.  What we can argue, however, is that 
they understood the power of the inscribed word and that it was this power which 
they sought to harness.  The use of inscribed commemoration should not be seen 
as a barometer of the extent of literacy, rather it should be seen as a barometer of 
the extent to which [the] impact and power of the inscribed word was needed, 
understood, and used.
87
 
 
Many scholars have explored the prestige of writing and its function as a symbol of power in the 
early Middle Ages,
88
 but my interest is in the particular “power of the inscribed word” with 
respect to the written dead—how the name carved in stone allowed the dead to maintain a 
physical and visual presence in the lives of passersby, both present and future.  In addition to 
creating a space where the individual dead could be remembered by members of the community 
who would pray for their salvation, these stones embody the identity of the deceased in their 
inscribed letters, providing a new “skin” for the dead individual whose body is no longer in view. 
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 Most of these Northumbrian name-stones follow a particular visual formula in their 
layout: they feature a large, inscribed cross that fills the space of the rectangular or curve-topped 
stone with an inscription—including the name of the deceased in runic and/or roman script, and 
occasionally other inscribed symbols, such as alpha and omega
89—in the quadrants of the cross 
(see Figures 3 and 4).  While John Mitchell has argued that these cross-inscribed memorials in 
Anglo-Saxon England were influenced by stone epitaphs in northern Italy,
90
 Okasha sees these 
name-stones as an innovation born from the mutual cultural influence of Northumbria and 
Ireland, where similarly shaped name-stones from the seventh or eighth century were produced 
in Co. Tipperary at Toureen Peacaun.
91
  Particularly in the case of the Northumbrian name-
stones, what is most striking is their strong resemblance to Anglo-Saxon manuscript arts, 
particularly in this same region of England.
92
  Several of the Northumbrian communities that 
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produced these name-stones also had active scriptoria in the seventh and eighth centuries, and 
the epigraphical script used on these stone inscriptions has been linked to the book scripts in this 
area.  Michelle P. Brown has suggested that the display scripts on the name-stones as well as 
other artifacts from Lindisfarne parallel the “rune-influenced angular display capitals of the 
Lindisfarne Gospels,” and some of the stones also showcase a half-uncial script related to that of 
the manuscript.
93
  The emulation of codices in stone is certainly not unknown to the Anglo-
Saxons; while post-dating the Northumbrian name-stones by roughly three centuries, the Newent 
funerary tablet from Gloucestershire
94—which is discussed in greater detail below—takes the 
imitation of the book to an even greater extreme (see Figure 7).
95
  Discovered interred with a 
skeleton several feet below the surface of a churchyard, this eleventh-century slab with the 
names of the four gospel-writers and “Edred” (presumably the name of the deceased man) carved 
on its edges has been identified by Victoria Thompson not simply as a “tablet” but as “a stone 
rendition of a gospel book.”96  Having been buried with Edred’s corpse, this “stone gospel book” 
was not used for the commemoration of the dead by the living—its readership was limited to 
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93
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God and the saints, who could see into the tomb
97—but it nonetheless shows the use of the 
gospel book as a viable site for inscribing the dead with the aim of ensuring their salvation.  
 Éamonn Ó Carragáin, too, in his broader study of the crosses of Anglo-Saxon England, 
has likened these Northumbrian name-stones to books.  In setting up his argument that the early 
eighth-century Bewcastle cross is a form of stone liber vitae, Ó Carragáin remarks in passing,  
We know that, in the context of prayers for the living and dead, particular Anglo-
Saxon monasteries experimented with a variety of visual ways of recalling the 
scriptural Book of Life, of which liturgical diptychs were a symbolic image.  For 
example, at Hartlepool, the names of deceased members of the community were 
inscribed on stones specifically cut to resemble books: it would appear that 
individual members of that community were regularly accompanied in the grave 
by their own imperishable liber vitae.
98
 
 
Modifying the connection Ó Carragáin makes between the Northumbrian name-stones and libri 
vitae, Christine Maddern suggests that these monuments—many of which were painted and 
decorated—“were intended to recall manuscript pages, particularly decorated ones.”99  In other 
words, the stones do not necessarily represent whole codices,
100
 but pages of books.  The layout 
of these stones specifically resembles the carpet pages of contemporary northern gospel books, 
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such as the Lindisfarne Gospels (see Figure 5).
101
  With an inscribed cross that both fills a 
framed plane and intersects with the border at the edge, these name-stones represent a plainer 
version of the elaborate interlace that fills the carpet pages.  As such, they emulate manuscript 
pages in not only their script, as Brown has suggested, but also their layout and form.   
 In reading these stones as imitations of gospel book folios, I do not dismiss the arguments 
of Ó Carragáin or Maddern that these name-stones are imitative of liber vitae, but instead I make 
a more concrete connection to the evidence for other texts employed for remembrance of the 
dead in Anglo-Saxon liturgical practice.  Gospel books were occasionally used as makeshift libri 
vitae in the early Middle Ages, as the names of the deceased could be written in the margins 
rather than in a dedicated volume of compiled names.  In lieu of a full-blown liber vitae, sets of 
names for commemorative purposes could be entered into “the blank spaces of gospel-books,”102 
and these records could be used as the basis for a separately compiled liber vitae at a later date.  
While very few Anglo-Saxon gospel books survive with such records of confraternity, there is 
evidence of this type of record keeping in gospel books at Christ Church, Canterbury,
103
 and as 
Keynes notes, “we know how at the abbey of Thorney (Cambridgeshire) such information was 
later consolidated and entered in a gospel-book, to serve as a form of liber vitae.”104  Since these 
practices were contemporaneous with the production of the Northumbrian name-stones, the 
stones’ imitation of gospel book pages perhaps further suggests their liturgical function.  Put 
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another way, the inscribed stones serve as a liber vitae by recording the names of the dead for the 
reader’s prayers, but each stone also emulates the page of a book that would be present on the 
altar during the liturgy.  The stones therefore evoke the physical presence of the dead in the 
specific context of a service that would give aid to their souls.  
 In imitating the books that were themselves imitations of the heavenly liber vitae, the 
visual form of these Northumbrian name-stones demonstrates Hallam and Hockey’s argument 
that memorial writing is dictated by “culturally and historically specific codes of representation,” 
codes which affect everything from “the materials in which it is executed and the language it 
deploys, to its positioning in relation to visual and sculpted imagery.”105  Through being encoded 
with a cross-image and script that resemble contemporary manuscript arts, these funerary 
monuments evoke a connection between the written dead and the book as both a receptacle for 
remembrance used within that community to recall the dead and a metaphor of their salvation in 
the next life.  By emulating the form and function of memorial books used within these religious 
communities to aid the salvation of the dead, these name-stones represent the inscribed 
individuals’ anticipation of their being written in Christ’s liber vitae.  In this way, the name-
stones do not merely replace the living, earthly bodies of the deceased, but idealize their 
identities by embodying their presence specifically among the saved: like the libri vitae they 
emulate, the name-stones anticipate the salvation of those whose names they bear by presenting 
readers with an image of the inscription of the dead in heaven.   
 The particular nature of the writing on the Northumbrian name-stones underscores the 
use of inscription to both sustain and enhance the earthly presence of the deceased in writing.  A 
number of these stone slabs mix scripts (roman and runic) as well as languages (Latin and Old 
English), with the use of double names on a single name-stone an apparently common 
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practice.
106
  This doubling has been subject to a number of critical interpretations.  Christine E. 
Fell remarks that the name-stones at Hartlepool and Lindisfarne, “even when following an ora 
pro formula, are given their normal Old English forms,” and that “it is not impossible that a 
distinction was deliberately made in some periods or communities between Latinised forms in 
historical record (e.g. dedication stone and Historia ecclesiastica), and English forms for 
memorial whether manuscript (Liber vitae lists) or artefact.”107  Brown suggests that, because the 
display script “needed to ‘ring bells’ in the audience’s mind of both ‘romanitas’ and 
‘englishness’,” the use of both scripts on a single name-stone demonstrates this “impetus toward 
cultural integration.”108  Others have suggested that the use of dual scripts implies something 
about the stones’ (potentially mixed-literacy) audience: Fell notes that “When you ask passers-by 
to pray for a soul you may wish to ensure you reach as wide an audience as possible and present 
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your text for all who are literate in either script.”109  The dual script might also be for show, 
suggesting something about the prestige of the carver rather than his audience: as Okasha 
remarks regarding the mid-eighth to mid-ninth-century house-shaped memorial stone at Falstone 
(which has the same Old English commemorative message in both runes and roman capitals),
110
 
“The reason for the biliteral text may have been artistic, to exhibit knowledge, or because runes 
had become to some extent traditional on grave-stones.”111  These explanations rightly consider 
the broader social or political prestige of the scripts, but because these inscribed stones embody 
the identities of the deceased who were a part of—even if not participants in—that literate 
community, it is yet critical to consider how the script and layout of these name-stones shape the 
perception of the dead.  Far from simply an artistic or decorative choice, the form of the 
inscription plays an essential role in the message the stone relays about the deceased.  
 The function of the doubled names may be revealed in considering the relevant patterns 
at work in the script of the Northumbrian name-stones: first, when the stone features two names, 
it is almost always the case that one name is inscribed in runes and the other in roman; second, 
the runic name is also almost always in the upper-quadrants, with the roman script in the lower 
quadrants.  This doubling of names and differentiating them in script seems to be unique to the 
Northumbrian name-stones, as this feature is not shared by their counterparts (or predecessors) in 
Ireland and northern Italy.
112
  Page has suggested that the doubled names represent two different 
people, even in cases where a single stone has the same name twice—such as Lindisfarne 24, 
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which bears the feminine personal name “Osgyþ” in two different scripts (see Figure 4).  In this 
case, Page argues that it “could be…[a] mother and daughter, bearing the same name,” on the 
logic that “a stone bearing two names differentiated by the use of different scripts may record the 
two people most concerned with a memorial, the one commemorated and the one who put it 
up.”113  While it is compelling, Page’s suggestion that the inscription on these name-stones is a 
foreshortened version of the fuller memorial formula that names two people—the commemorator 
and the commemorand (e.g., Lindisfarne 24 could be expanded as “Osgyþ [raised this stone in 
memory of] Osgyþ”)—does not satisfactorily account for the use of different scripts to 
distinguish between these persons.  What, for example, would be the significance of inscribing in 
runes the deceased—who is named first in this memorial formula—while the living person’s 
name is written in roman script?
114
  I would suggest, contra Page, that stones such as Lindisfarne 
24 commemorate a single individual rather than two different people, and that the differentiation 
in script relates to the full span of the earthly identities of the deceased person.
115
  As Rosemary 
Cramp suggests regarding Monkwearmouth 4, which has two indeterminable names (one in 
runes above the cross arms, the other in roman script below), “The names, which are clearly two 
different ones, are probably those used before and after entry into the religious life.”116  I would 
suggest applying this explanation to all the Northumbrian name-stones with two names in 
different scripts: the name given by the individual’s parents at birth would be in runes, the 
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traditional script of the English language, while the name in roman letters—even if not a 
different name—is perhaps the one the individual took upon entering religious orders.117  Since 
all of these name-stones are associated with sites that had active monasteries in the seventh and 
eighth centuries, it follows that the commemorated individual would have been connected to the 
religious community during life and that this audience—literate in both scripts118—would be 
sensitive to the script used to commemorate the dead.  The inclusion of both names used for this 
person in life offers the assurance of his or her identity to God; the prayers for this person (by 
either of these two names) will affect the salvation of this individual’s soul and his or her 
remembrance by God.  The dual names on the stone also reflect an interest in ensuring that, at 
Judgment, the dead recognize themselves: as Fell remarks regarding liber vitae lists, such as the 
eighth-century lead plate at Flixborough that records seven different names (likely a 
commemorative plaque for an altar or reliquary
119
) in their English forms (rather than Latin), “It 
may be that some Anglo-Saxons felt it important to be remembered between their date of dying 
and the Last Judgment by the same name-form dead as living.  How else would they hear 
themselves called on the Day of Resurrection?”120  Similarly, the Northumbrian name-stones aim 
at complete coverage of the deceased person’s identity, including both the first and the second 
name since perhaps either was recorded in the celestial liber vitae Christ will open at Judgment.  
In effect, the name-stone is the physical trace of this individual, fully embodying the past (the 
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name prior to the entrance into the religious house), the present (the name by which he or she 
was known to those who will pray for the soul), and the future (being figuratively inscribed 
among the saved in Christ’s liber vitae, of which this stone is a physical image).   
 The positioning of the doubled names on the name-stones is also significant to this 
object’s mediation of the identity of the dead and its depiction of the relationship between the 
inscribed name and the physical body of the deceased.  With the name in runes attached to the 
person’s identity prior to entry into the religious life, a reading of the name-stone (from top to 
bottom) reflects this chronology, moving from a name used in the past to one used at the time of 
death, when this person was a part of the religious community.  But the placement of the name 
inscribed in roman script has further significance.  Situated at or near the foot of the incised 
cross, the second name occupies a place of humility, offering a picture of the individual’s 
surrender to the service of God with his or her entry into religious life.  This placement suggests 
a posture of humility that is consistent with the notion of these stones as objects meant to inspire 
prayer for the dead, those whose souls are in need of divine aid.  As John Higgitt has argued 
regarding the inscriptions on several ninth- and tenth-century Irish crosses, “These inscriptions 
are all placed so low that the most convenient way of reading them is on one’s knees,” which is 
consistent with “a devotional custom of prostrating oneself before a cross.”121  Higgitt remarks 
that this practice is noted in Bede and Alcuin’s accounts of Oswald of Northumbria’s seventh-
century battle at Heavenfield, where he orders his army to kneel before a wooden cross; while 
Oswald “may have been following an Irish custom” since he was exiled among the Irish prior to 
this battle,
122
 this practice of prostration was at least recognized in Anglo-Saxon England.  And 
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although Anglo-Saxon standing crosses only rarely have such low-set inscriptions—perhaps 
owing to devotional practices that differed from Irish custom with regard to these objects
123—the 
practice of physical prostration before the cross would have been familiar to Northumbrians by 
the time the name-stones were carved.
124
  So, while kneeling at these name-stones may not have 
been part of the liturgical commemoration since they may have been situated at or near the 
altar,
125
 there is still an element of prostration at work here: the individuals inscribed on the 
name-stones permanently occupy this position of devotion to the cross, but in place of the 
physical, prostrated body of the petitioner at the foot of a standing cross is the inscribed name of 
the dead individual, set permanently near the base of the incised cross on the name-stone.  The 
inscription thus occupies the physical space of the body in a position that is “a deliberate 
expression of humility,”126 which is appropriate for the deceased individual whose very 
inscription here indicates a desire for prayer for his or her salvation.  This position is consistent 
with the votive function of the Irish crosses with low-set inscriptions, most of which use the Irish 
formula “oróit do X” (or “oróit ar X”), “a prayer for X,” “which is normally understood to be a 
request for a prayer for X”—that is, a prayer for the benefit of the named person and patron of 
the cross.
127
  For those inscribed on the Northumbrian name-stones, the petition for prayer is 
implicit in the inscription of the name, giving these stones a memorial as well as votive function.  
 The figurative image of the prostrated dead on these name-stones also suggests a specific, 
spatial connection between the inscribed cross and the individual’s hope for salvation.  Higgitt 
remarks regarding the low-set Irish inscriptions that “If the base was seen as less sacred than the 
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cross, inscriptions set at the junction between the base and the cross might also mark a transition 
from the secular world of the ground and the base to the sacred world of the cross,”128 which 
offers a compelling point of reference for understanding the metaphysical place of the dead, 
inscribed in name near the base of an incised cross: in death, the named individual has 
transitioned from the secular, earthly world to the sacred, awaiting judgment.  The cross stands 
as the bridge from one world to the other, a symbol of Christ’s victory over death that is here 
applied to the faithful dead who hope for their own resurrection and entrance into heaven.  This 
depiction of reverence for the cross on these Northumbrian name-stones is consistent with the 
development of the cult of the Cross in the early eight century at Jarrow and Hexam.
129
  Like the 
Bewcastle Cross (discussed below), which refers to itself in the memorial inscription as a 
sigbecn, a “sign of victory,” 130 the placement of the cross on these Northumbrian name-stones 
invests the memorial with an image of the deceased at the foot of the cross, anticipating salvation 
through the very object that is venerated on the memorial stone itself.   
 As an object that implicitly requests prayer for the dead and resembles—or was actually 
intended to function as—the memorial lists kept at the monastery, the name-stones clearly 
participate in the liturgical commemoration of the dead in early medieval Northumbria.  While 
heavy weathering indicates that several of the surviving name-stones were kept outdoors, likely 
as recumbent grave markers, several are entirely unworn; in some cases, the stones were 
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unweathered because they were under ground with the corpse (as is thought to have been the 
case with some of the Hartlepool name-stones), either intentionally interred or appearing so 
because they had sunk into the grave.
131
  But in other cases, where the unworn stones were not 
discovered entombed, they may have been kept indoors at the monastery, perhaps serving as 
stationary memorials at the altar (as has been suggested for the lead plate at Flixborough
132
) that 
ensure the continuing presence of the dead at Mass.
133
  Likewise, the name-stones that were 
fixed outside or used as grave markers in the churchyard may have served as votive stations 
where prayer for the dead was carried out, each stone serving as a makeshift altar.  
  A similar liturgical function to the Northumbrian name-stones has been suggested for 
Anglo-Saxon standing crosses, including those which specifically commemorate the dead.  
Standing crosses were especially popular in the early Anglo-Saxon north.  Regarding the 
function of Northumbrian standing crosses, Mitchell remarks that “one of the principal uses of 
these stone crosses seems to have been to mark places of prayer and foci of Christian assembly 
in locations where there were no churches to serve as places of worship.”134  Citing the late 
eighth-century Life of Willibald regarding the custom of having a cross “on some prominent spot 
for the convenience of those who wish to pray daily before it,” Mitchell argues that “There is a 
real possibility that some crosses functioned to mark and sanctify spots where the eucharist could 
                                                 
131
 There is some debate over whether the Hartlepool stones found buried were “pillow stones” (which are often 
uninscribed, small stones placed under the skull) or simply inscribed stones buried with or over the heads of the 
corpse; see Okasha, “The Inscribed Stones from Hartlepool,” in Northumbria’s Golden Age, ed. Jane Hawkes and 
Susan Mill (Stroud: Sutton, 1999), 113–25.  
132
 See the note about the Flixborough plate above, page 75.  
133
 For example, Billingham 13, CASSS 1—which has a somewhat different layout from the name-stones at 
Hartlepool, Lindisfarne, and Monkwearmouth—is unworn and was discovered during the restoration of the parish 
church; see Okasha, Hand-List, 52–53.  See also Monkwearmouth 4, CASSS 1.  
134
 John Mitchell, “The High Cross and Monastic Strategies in Eighth-Century Northumbria,” in New Offerings, 
Ancient Treasures: Essays in Medieval Art for George Henderson, ed. Paul Binski and William Noel (Stroud: 
Sutton, 2001), 103.  
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be regularly celebrated at a portable altar.”135  While Mitchell’s argument applies to the many 
standing crosses that do not appear to be inscribed as memorial monuments, for those that do 
carry such commemorative inscriptions—such as the crosses and cross fragments at Bewcastle 
(Cumb.), Crowle (Lincs.), Urswick (Lancs.), Lancaster (Lancs.), Wycliffe (N. Yorks.), 
Dewsbury (W. Yorks.), Collingham (W. Yorks.), Ripon (W. Yorks.), and Thornhill (W. 
Yorks.)—these practices situate the names of the dead in a similar physical position as a liber 
vitae used in Mass.
136
  The names are literally and physically at the altar for all forms of 
liturgical commemoration at that site.  With the standing cross as a place of prayer and worship, 
the dead there inscribed in stone are made “present” in the liturgy through their close proximity 
to the altar and the priest who is celebrating Mass there.  It is also important to note that while 
many of the northern standing crosses were not—unlike the name-stones—intended as grave 
markers, such crosses did become the foci for burials in a similar way to burial ad sanctos.
137
  
Perhaps most famously, Cuthbert himself requests a burial that is oriented according to a 
standing cross: according to Bede’s prose Life of Cuthbert, Cuthbert desires to be buried on 
Lindisfarne near his oratory there, which he describes as “contra orientalem plagam sanctae 
crucis quam ibidem erexi”138 [toward the eastern part of the holy cross which I myself 
erected].
139
 
                                                 
135
 Ibid., 103 and 104.  
136
 The liturgical commemoration of the dead is the basis for one interpretation of the inscription on the late eighth- 
or early ninth-century cross shaft at Hornby (Lanc., CASSS 9), which features on face C a winged, haloed figure 
pointing to a book.  Below this panel is an inscription (now hardly legible), which has been read as “[…] 
DIRI[GE],” and interpreted as the opening of Dirge or Antiphon in the Office for the Dead (CASSS 9, 211–12).  If 
this figure with the book represents an angel holding the Book of Life (as on Halton St. Wilfrid 3 and 5), then a 
reference to the Office for the Dead would certainly be appropriate, since the prayers for the dead anticipate their 
inclusion in the celestial liber vitae, figured here in stone.  
137
 See Hadley, Death in Medieval England, 128–29. 
138
 Bede, Life of Cuthbert XXXVII.  Two Lives of Cuthbert: A Life by an Anonymous Monk of Lindisfarne and 
Bede’s Prose Life, ed. and trans. Bertram Colgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1940; repr., New 
York: Greenwood, 1969), 272.  
139
 The desire to be buried near the cross is also expressed for Abbot Sigewine; see Hadley, Death in Medieval 
England, 129.  
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 In the specific case of the Bewcastle Cross, Ó Carragáin argues that this monument 
emulates the heavenly liber vitae in its inclusion of a distinct memorial inscription as well as 
personal names, all in English runes; he contends that, while the names were unlikely to have 
been read aloud, “if Mass was ever celebrated in sight of the west side of the Bewcastle [C]ross, 
the priest and congregation could make an implicit commemoration of all their benefactors (not 
just those actually listed on the cross) by simply glancing at the cross for a moment of silent 
prayer at the appropriate prayers of the Mass, for living and dead.”140  While the runic 
inscriptions on the Bewcastle Cross—which were once legible on all four faces but are now only 
partially legible—could not be read from a great distance, the monument’s function as a 
memorial is clear from what remains of the main inscription on the west face (face A).  Starting 
from the top of this west face are nearly equally sized panels containing images of John the 
Baptist with the agnus dei; an image of Christ (labeled in runes as “[+]g[e]ssus kristtus” [Jesus 
Christ]) acclaimed by two animals; and then a large flat panel with a lengthy but largely illegible 
runic inscription: “+þis sigb[e]c[n] setton Hw[æ]tred […] [æ]ft [.]lcfri […] gebid[.] […]” [This 
victory monument was raised by Hwætred [and others?] in memory of [personal name(s) 
including -lcfri].  Pray [for the soul].].  There is also on the north face (face D) a fillet between 
non-figural panels with the inscribed runes “kyniburg,” the Old English feminine personal name 
Cyneburh.  Particularly since the memorial cross refers to itself as a sigbecn, a “victory 
monument,” the inscriptions carry with them the notion that this monument—as the sign of the 
cross—brings life and triumph over death and the dissolution of the grave.141  Whatever else the 
                                                 
140
 Ó Carragáin, Ritual and the Rood, 42.  Ó Carragáin goes on to suggest that the use of runes for commemoration 
was perhaps to suggest “the deeper mystery of the Liber Vitae, a mystery clearly recalled by the closed scroll 
blessed by Christ in the panel just above […].  That mystery involved nothing less than the significance of each 
individual human life: all Christians hoped that their names would one day be found in the heavenly Scroll of Life” 
(43).  
141
 See the discussion of the inscription on Jarrow 16 above, page 78 n. 130.  
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inscriptions on the faces of the Bewcastle Cross might once have indicated about this monument, 
it is clear that it had a commemorative and liturgical purpose for members of this community, 
singling out particular ones among them for remembrance.   
 The Bewcastle Cross also takes the memorialization of the dead a step further: 
immediately below the main inscription on the west face is an arched niche with a figure of a 
secular man, standing with a bird perched beside him (Figure 6).  This male figure is un-haloed 
and is wearing contemporary dress (a short tunic with a large collar) and is, in both dress and 
gesture, distinct from the solemn, robed figures in the other panels.  Although this male figure 
has been identified as Columcille (with a dove) or St. John the Evangelist (with his eagle),
142
 
given his lack of halo and his distinct dress, he seems more likely to be a “falconer” and thus an 
aristocratic representation of one of the deceased who is commemorated in the inscribed panel 
that is just above him.
143
  This image is likely not a portrait likeness that captures this particular 
individual’s features or countenance, but it is, like the thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
monumental brasses and stone effigies for the dead in England,
144
 a typification: an idealized 
image that represents the commemorand as representative of a broader group.
145
  These later 
medieval figural memorials depict the deceased in a youthful countenance,
146
 wearing robes of 
office or (if a lay lord) military finery and heraldic devices, and even displaying contemporary 
                                                 
142
 See Bewcastle 1 (Cumb., CASSS 2). 
143
 The argument for this image on face A of the Bewcastle Cross being a secular portrait is also put forth by Ó 
Carragáin, Ritual and the Rood, 41; Ó Carragáin suggests that it may even be a “royal” portrait.  
144
 See Hadley, Death in Medieval England, 148–61.   
145
 Paul Binski discusses this distinction with respect to later medieval effigies in Medieval Death: Ritual and 
Representation (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996), 92–115, especially 102–3. 
146
 Hadley remarks that in the figural sculpture or engraving on effigies, tombs, and brasses, the youthfulness of the 
deceased “was probably intended to present the person at the age of 33, which was the age at which Christ died and 
which many theologians argued would be the age that everyone would attain at the resurrection.”  Death in Medieval 
England, 154.  
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tastes in beauty and fashion.
147
  The symbolic discourse and social encoding of tomb decoration 
that is associated with later medieval funerary art, however, also existed in the Anglo-Saxon 
period, especially for lay patrons of stone sculpture.  Such depictions of secular figures on 
Anglo-Saxon memorials indicate rank (e.g., falconry as an aristocratic pastime) in a way that was 
consistent with—or aspired by—the person the memorial commemorated.  The falconer on the 
Bewcastle Cross is one of several secular “portraits” appearing on Anglo-Saxon and—
especially—Anglo-Scandinavian monuments,148 many of which appear to have had a 
commemorative function; in Yorkshire, there was a notably “widespread predilection” for 
“armed secular figures […], which underlines the lay patronage of the monuments.”149  For 
example, at Otley (W. Yorks.), a tenth-century monument that has been identified as either an 
incomplete shaft or a complete grave marker features a frontal human figure wearing a short 
tunic and carrying a sword, with other weapons at his side; this “warrior portrait” commemorates 
an individual in a way that showcases a “martial ideal,” depicting the deceased not only as an 
archetype of his rank, but whole in body for remembrance by people in his community.
150
  
Similar “warrior portraits” occur on a tenth-century grave marker at Weston (W. Yorks.), which 
features both armed male figures and a long-skirted female,
151
 and on an eleventh-century grave-
                                                 
147
 Female figures on effigies and tombs reflect the influence of popular ideals for feminine beauty (e.g., a high 
forehead, small lips, and long neck) that are also seen in depictions of the Virgin in this period.  See Hadley, Death 
in Medieval England, 154–55. 
148
 See Victoria Whitworth’s forthcoming work, Vikings in Stone? Art, Aesthetics and Identity in Northern England, 
850–1100 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming), which analyzes human figural imagery on Anglo-Saxon 
stone sculpture as social documents.  
149
 CASSS 6, 143.  
150
 Otley 6, CASSS 8, 223.  
151
 Weston 1, CASSS 8, 268–69.  These figures have been read as “commemorative portraits of the dead,” with the 
female figure commemorated alongside these “warriors.”  Moreover, “although the female figure at Weston is slight 
in comparison with the centred male, if the one is portraiture of the deceased, why not the other?  There are Anglo-
Saxon inscriptions on sculptures commemorating women, as for example the abbess Oedilburga, on the Hackness 
cross,” so a visual depiction of a commemorated female figure should not be seen as out of the ordinary.  There is 
also a cross shaft at Neston (Chesh.) with a male and a female figure that have been interpreted as a memorial to a 
deceased couple, lending further support to the potentially commemorative function of Weston 1.  There is also a 
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cover from St. Mark’s in Lincoln on which there are three human figures that may represent the 
man during life (in various scenes) and possibly also death, in the “reversed image” above the 
central figure.
152
  These “warrior portraits” also occur alongside distinctly Christian iconography, 
such as the unusually early eighth-century cross-shaft at Repton (Derbs.) with an armed, 
mounted warrior,
153
 and the frontal figure with a conical hat and weaponry on the shaft of a 
tenth-century wheel cross at Middleton (N. Riding Yorks.).
154
   
 Although representations of the physical bodies of the commemorated dead are rare on 
Anglo-Saxon monuments—and with few exceptions are later and likely products of secular 
patronage—these images offer further evidence of the way the memorial object embodies the 
deceased.  By depicting the dead in an embodied form, visually whole and idealized, these 
monuments offer a tangible mnemonic for the physical body that is no longer in view (and which 
may be buried a great distance from the monument itself), transferring the identity of the dead 
from transient flesh to perdurable stone.  Moreover, while it may be alluring to view the image of 
the whole, idealized person in stone as a reflection of the person in life, it is equally possible that 
these works may be looking not backward to the body in the past but forward to the wholeness of 
the body at resurrection.  A prime example of a depiction of the resurrected body on a 
commemorative piece is the early eleventh-century stone book, Newent 2, mentioned above, 
which includes within its illustration program not only the name of the deceased man with whom 
it was buried (“Edred”) alongside the names of the gospel writers, but also the image of Edred 
                                                                                                                                                             
pairing of male and female names on the double-name stone Hartlepool 4, CASSS 1; see above, page 72 n. 106 and 
page 74 n. 115. 
152
 Lincoln 5, CASSS 5, 201–2.  Some have suggested that the “prominent roll” around the heads of the figures is a 
halo (rather than hair), but a complex Christian iconographic scheme seems contrary to the crudeness of the carving 
on this grave-cover.  
153
 See Hadley, Death in Medieval England, 128; the CASSS volume for Derbyshire has not yet been published.  
154
 In the last several decades, Middleton 2 has been interpreted variously as “a pagan in his grave” and as “a lord on 
his gifstol,” but these interpretations do not take stock of the figure’s appearance on a standing cross; see CASSS 3, 
183.  Similar features—particularly the conical hat—are also found at Kirklevington (N. Yorks., CASSS 6).  
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himself (Figure 7).  The two broad faces depict Christ as their central figures: face A has a 
crucifixion scene with a thin Christ on a large cross that fills much of the plane, with male and 
female figures around it and an upside-down figure in a coffin (likely the earliest surviving 
image of Adam, buried at the foot of the cross, in the Anglo-Saxon world
155
); face C is a Last 
Judgment scene featuring Christ as a large, central figure in priestly attire, holding a crosier in 
one hand and a long-shafted cross in the other, and seemingly trampling human figures below his 
feet.
156
  Over the right shoulder of Christ-as-priest is a supine figure with the name “Edred” 
carved in raised letters above, who reaches out with one hand to touch the cross held by Christ.  
Thompson, who reads this stone book in the context of the funeral rites in a mid-eleventh-
century anthology of penitential and liturgical texts (Oxford, Bodl. Laud Miscellaneous 482), 
remarks that “Here, surely we have a Christian grave-good for use in another life, a very personal 
object and one of great sophistication.”157  But I would suggest that the book is not meant for 
Edred’s use in “another life” so much as it is to aid in Edred’s entry into that life: while 
physically buried with his decayed body, the stone book depicts his resurrection in whole, bodily 
form, labeled with the word “Edred.”  With his name included in a “gospel book” here figured as 
a memorial object, this inscription represents Edred’s inclusion in Christ’s liber vitae, 
anticipating his bodily resurrection and salvation through both an inscribed body and text, the 
intended readership for which was not only those present at the open grave of his eleventh-
century burial, but also God.  In other words, Edred’s book is the ultimate celestial aide-
mémoire: since the book was buried with his corpse, it is not for human remembrance, but for 
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 Zarnecki comments that Adam “is often seen in a grave below the Crucifixion scenes.”  “The Newent Funerary 
Tablet,” 50.  See also Thompson, Dying and Death, 90. 
156
 Face C has also been interpreted as the Harrowing of Hell in Elizabeth Coatsworth, “Late Pre-Conquest 
Sculptures with the Crucifixion South of the Humber,” in Bishop Æthelwold: His Career and Influence, ed. Barbara 
Yorke (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 1988), 180–81 and 191.  The presence of an armed figure (interpreted as St. 
Michael), who with drawn sword “effectively divid[es] those figures who are being trampled underfoot from those 
who are rising upwards, would tend to support the view that this is a Last Judgment scene.”  CASSS 10, 238.  
157
 Thompson, Dying and Death, 90.  
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that of God and the saints.  The stone labels his corpse unambiguously at the resurrection and 
also depicts Edred in the state in which he hoped God would remember him—clinging 
metaphorically to the cross so that he may be counted among the saved.  Depictions of bodily 
resurrection and the reuniting of soul and body are rare on objects associated with Anglo-Saxon 
graves—with the bird iconography on memorial- and gravestones a possible exception;158 
Edred’s gospel book illustrates this moment and his salvation at the Last Judgment, juxtaposing 
his anticipated resurrection body represented in stone with the transient flesh with which the 
book is buried.  This object thus speaks to a desire to preserve personhood in light of the physical 
dissolution of death, exploiting the evocative power of inscription and transferring identity from 
body to stone.  
 The relationship between the funerary or memorial object and the body of the dead is 
particularly emphasized in the case of the early to mid-tenth-century cross shaft at St. Oswald’s 
church at Crowle.  This cross-shaft is frequently acknowledged for its ties to Scandinavian-type 
sculpture in Lincolnshire, and its decoration and the layout of its inscription echo roughly 
contemporary practices on Scandinavian rune-stones.
159
  Carved in low relief on all four faces, 
the shaft’s most complexly decorated face (A) features a pair of confronted figures resembling 
birds, which are found on many Anglo-Saxon gravestones;
160
 below these figures are a pair of 
                                                 
158
 See below, n. 160. 
159
 For example, the lack of word division in the runic inscription and its layout on a curved ribbon are “better 
paralleled on Scandinavian rune-stones than Anglo-Saxon.”  CASSS 5, 150.  As David Parsons remarks in his 
commentary on this stone, “Memorial texts on Anglo-Saxon stones are often cut in rectangular panels, and the 
Crowle stone is unusual in setting its runes within a raised band.  What survives shows that this band curved round 
at the top before running vertically down the side of the stone, and this immediately suggests parallels in the Danish 
area, especially Jutland and Skane […].”  CASSS 5, 149.  These Scandinavian parallels on the Crowle shaft are not 
without complications, however: the language of the runes is Anglo-Saxon (not Scandinavian) and some of the 
decorative forms on this shaft—including the confronted birds (i.e., figures in profile, facing each other)—also 
appear as a pre-Viking sculptural motif in Anglo-Saxon England.  Moreover, the Scandinavian parallels are 
chronologically problematic since in Scandinavia “such curved bands are usual only from the late tenth century, and 
have been considered diagnostic of the period c. 1000.”  CASSS 5, 150. 
160
 Confronted bird images appear on gravestones and grave covers Knells 1 (Cumb., CASSS 2), Hackthorn 1 
(Lincs., CASSS 5), Wensley 8 (N. Yorks., CASSS 6), and possibly also Edgeworth 2 (Glouc., CASSS 10), often 
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human figures in profile in contemporary, secular dress and an active stance, and a horseman in 
profile.  At the bottom is a raised, flat band that bends down the right-hand side of the panel and 
features an inscription in Anglo-Saxon runes.  What remains of this inscription reads “—
[.]ælicbæcunæ—,” which is generally taken to include the otherwise unattested Old English 
compound “licbæcun” [lit. “corpse monument” or “gravestone”].161  The Old English noun 
becun has a wide range of meanings, including sign (corresponding to the Latin signum), 
outward mark, monument, and (particularly in poetic usage) physical symbol, as in the figurative 
references to the cross of Christ or to various visual or audible signals.
162
  A form of becun 
appears on a number of eighth- and ninth-century commemorative inscriptions, including three 
inscriptions on parts of stone crosses in western Yorkshire only thirty miles from Crowle at 
Dewsbury and Thornhill,
163 
as well as on a house-shaped memorial at Falstone (Northumb.),
164
 a 
                                                                                                                                                             
appearing in the upper quadrants of a carved cross.  In cases where the paired birds have displayed tails, they may be 
depictions of peacocks, which are symbols of resurrection (see Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 80) and are 
thus entirely appropriate for sculptures commemorating the Christian dead.  Birds can also be symbolic of souls or 
angels, and eternity, which would also be relevant iconography in this context; see discussions in CASSS 5, 151 and 
CASSS 6, 67–68 (regarding the confronted birds on the cross shaft at Brompton).  These symbolic aspects were also 
combined to represent the resurrection of the body: regarding the doves on the eighth- or ninth-century 
Northumbrian ivory panel (now in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London) that features a Last Judgment scene 
with Christ in majesty and the dead in the process of resurrection, Anna Maria Luiselli Fadda has argued that these 
birds are souls: “the souls, here represented in the form of doves, circle in flight to identify their own bodies, in 
order to gather up and reanimate their scattered bones (Ezekiel 37:7).”  Luiselli Fadda, “The Mysterious Moment of 
Resurrection in Early Anglo-Saxon and Irish Iconography,” Text, Image, Interpretation: Studies in Anglo-Saxon 
Literature and Its Insular Context in Honour of Éamonn Ó Carragáin, ed. Alastair Minnis and Jane Roberts 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 156.  See also the discussion of this ivory panel in Maddern, Raising the Dead, 139.  I 
would argue that the images of birds on memorial-stones and—perhaps especially—gravestones can be read as the 
depiction of the soul of the deceased, hovering there and prefiguring the resurrection of the decomposed body 
(interred below the stone) prior to the Last Judgment.  In this way, the gravestone acts as a “map” for the soul of the 
dead to “find” its earthly body and be reunited.  
161
 Parsons notes that alternative and less satisfactory interpretations of this inscription include the reading of -lic as 
the end of an adjective, possibly ælic [lawful], making this “lawful (legal?) monument,” which is “without parallel 
and unconvincing.”  CASSS 5, 149.  Particularly given other compounds with lic- as the initial element—such as 
licþruh [corpse-trough or sarcophagus] and lictun [corpse-enclosure or cemetery], the reading of licbæcun as 
“corpse-monument” is certainly not implausible.  See also Page, Introduction to English Runes, 142.  
162
 DOE, s.v. bēacen.  See also the discussion of “beadurofes becn” in Beowulf in Chapter 4 below, pages 255–58. 
163
 CASSS 5, 149; see Thornhill 1 and 2, and Dewsbury 10, which make use of insular decorative capitals, Anglo-
Saxon runes, and Insular half-uncial script, respectively, for their memorial inscriptions.  
164
 Falstone 2, CASSS 1. 
  
88 
 
fragmentary slab at Overchurch (Chesh.),
165
 a cross-shaft at Wycliffe (N. Yorks.),
166
 and on the 
Great Urswick Cross (Lancs.),
167
 all of which include variations of the memorial formula “X 
raised this becun æfter Y.”168  While in many of these cases the word becun may refer to itself as 
a cross, the broader sense of this word as a “sign” or “symbol” of something else is important to 
how we understand its meaning both generally in this epigraphic memorial formula and 
specifically in the use of the term licbæcun on the Crowle shaft.  This monument was intended as 
not simply a memorial, but a “sign of the body”: the inscription declares its function of marking 
the physical presence of the dead.  Acknowledging that the lic [body] is itself no longer visible or 
accessible (perhaps even a great distance from the placement of this cross), the monument acts as 
a physical symbol of that body and bears the (now-lost) inscription of the identity of the 
commemorand.  
 The relationship between the memorialized individual and the stone raised to 
commemorate him or her hinges on the recognition that salvation is a matter of individuation.  
Not all the Anglo-Saxon dead had their names inscribed onto monuments, of course, but the 
number that were demonstrate the urge for specific and individual remembrance among the 
living that I would argue reflects anxiety about remembrance and differentiation in the afterlife.  
Anonymity after death is perilous, as the loss of identity means the impossibility of either 
differentiation from the damned or inclusion among the elect for those who would pray for the 
dead.  As Handley asserts, “Commemoration was designed to be specific to an individual.  A 
family did not go to the trouble and expense of arranging inscribed commemoration for the 
                                                 
165
 Overchurch 1, CASSS 9. 
166
 Wycliffe 1, CASSS 6. 
167
 Urswick 1, CASSS 2. 
168
 To this list may be added the cross-head Carlisle 1 (Cumb., CASSS 2), which uses this same formula but is 
missing parts of the stone; and the now-lost fragment Leeds 9 (W. Yorks., CASSS 8), whose initial letters, -cuni, 
may represent the word becun.  
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commemorand to be confused with someone else, or, even worse, to be confused with no 
one.”169  While this individuation is most recognizable in the form of script, carved portraits and 
other ornamentation are also forms of embodiment that may have suggested the identity of the 
deceased, though they go unrecognized as such today.  Regarding the complex decoration of 
Anglo-Scandinavian gravestones from late ninth- and early tenth-century York, Thompson notes 
that the “range and number of combinations of different elements suggests that there is a 
(perhaps impenetrable) grammar behind this ornament, and that although they lack inscriptions, 
it may be that each gravestone successfully identified the individual buried there to its intended 
audience.”170  Using both inscribed text and image, these monuments spoke volumes about the 
dead, constructing a particular message for their readers regarding both the place the dead held in 
the religious or lay population and the desire to maintain their individuation as one of the saved 
in the next life.  
 
(Dis)Locating the Body in the Grave: Anglo-Saxon Epitaphs, from Tomb to Manuscript 
Distinct from stones that record only the name of the deceased, an inscribed epitaph 
categorically comprises more information, traditionally addressing its reader directly and 
including a self-referencing phrase (such as Hic requiescit, “Here lies…”) to denote that the text 
is understood to be inscribed on a gravestone.
171
  Defined generically as “writing on a tomb,” 
from the Greek word epitaphios (έπιτάϕ ιος), the epitaph is understood as having this locative 
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 Handley, Death, Society and Culture, 170.  
170
 Thompson, “Memory, Salvation and Ambiguity,” 222.  
171
 This formulaic language for Latin epitaphs is traditional and adopted from Continental practices; regarding the 
ninth-century epitaph on Whitchurch 1 (Hamps.), it has been noted that “The underlying formula of the text, hic 
requiescit, is common in Christian inscriptions from the fifth c. onwards and was used elsewhere in Anglo-Saxon 
England.”  CASSS 4, 272.  
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sense that associates this genre of writing inherently with the grave.
172
  It is an ancient 
commemorative genre that medieval Europe inherited from Antiquity, and while Anglo-Saxon 
epitaphs draw on a number of classical conventions and motifs, they also shed light on early 
medieval attitudes toward the dead, and the metonymic relationship between the body and the 
commemorative text.   
Anglo-Saxon epitaphs occupy an interesting material space between the gravestone and 
the liber memorialis because they typically survive on parchment rather than stone, purporting to 
record information taken directly from the grave of a memorialized individual.  The manuscript 
versions of these epitaphs enjoyed remarkable popularity in the early Middle Ages, as is attested 
by Bede’s inclusion of five epitaphs in his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum and Milred of 
Worcester’s ninth-century sylloge of Latin inscriptions.173  Transferring a text that is understood 
to have been on the tomb—even if it never actually was so—onto the page of a manuscript 
generates an important rhetorical shift, not simply in the materiality of the inscription (parchment 
instead of stone), but in its situation and understood context in addressing its reader.  In her 
application of the generic framework of the epitaph to the commemorative poems of the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, Catherine A. M. Clarke sees these epitaphs as a site for power and exchange 
with the reader.
174
  Citing Anne Carson’s reading of the Hellenistic poet Simonides of Keos 
through the lens of twentieth-century poetry, Clarke suggests that the epitaph’s (implicit or 
explicit) request for the reader’s remembrance demonstrates that “the inscription seeks to 
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‘guarantee a future exchange of oblivion for memory and purchase a moment of life’ through the 
reader’s attention.”175  This notion of “exchange” is central to how the epitaph functions, as it 
gives the unseen dead a presence among the living, exchanging oblivion for remembrance in 
spite of what is unseen.  As Carson remarks, “No genre of verse is more profoundly concerned 
with seeing what is not there, and not seeing what is, than that of the epitaph.  An epitaph is 
something placed upon a grave—a σώμα that becomes a σήμα, a body that is made into a sign. 
[…] The purpose of the monument is to insert a dead and vanished past into a living present.”176  
I would suggest that even the epitaph conveyed on parchment rather than stone fully maintains 
this concept of the body-as-sign.  In effect, the epitaph in ink conveys the idea of the tomb to its 
reader, lending the inked version the very same sense of proximity to the unseen body as the 
inscribed gravestone it purports to copy.  Within the context of ink and parchment, the epitaph 
demonstrates the “porous boundary” between the corpse and the material object, with the 
rhetorical proximity of the body bolstering its “mnemonic capacity” as an object associated with 
the dead.
177
  As such, the epitaph acts as a trace of the body, creating a physical space (that is, a 
written text) through which the dead maintain a presence among the living.   
 What follows is a brief case study of Anglo-Saxon epitaphs, focusing particularly on 
those recorded by Bede in his Historia—which was produced in roughly the same period of time 
and geographic region as the Northumbrian name-stones discussed above—as well as the slightly 
later and self-authored epitaph of Alcuin of York.  My approach to these epitaphs revises Scott 
L. Newstok’s study of epitaphs in early modern England, in which Newstok traces the shift from 
the inscription of the epitaph in stone to its (re)writing and printing on paper as a traditional 
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literary closing for the early modern elegy.  Framing this contextual shift as “a textual response 
to the dissolution of Catholic memorial practices,” Newstok states that “In sixteenth-century 
England, literature in the graveyard—epitaphs—became literature of the graveyard; that is, 
writing that began insistently ‘here,’ as inscriptions on tombstones, often appeared as citations 
within other texts.”178  This new context and situation for the inherently locative nature of the 
epitaph—with the formulaic phrase “here lies” contextually dependent on and pointing 
rhetorically to the grave—results in a type of deixis; the word here is “a shifting word whose 
reference depends on the context of its utterance,” and it therefore allows the literary epitaph to 
attain a “rhetorical weight that becomes applied in circumstances far beyond its place of origin, 
namely, the grave.”179  The epitaphic rhetoric is variously employed in the late-sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries, from Elizabeth I’s vision of the inscription on her own marble grave 
in her first address to Parliament in 1559 to John Donne’s reference to himself as an epitaph in 
“Nocturnall upon S. Lucies Day,” using the term “epitaph,” normally associated with marking a 
dead body, as a metaphor for his living body; Newstok uses this variation in the epitaph as a 
literary (rather than strictly memorial) genre to demonstrate the conceptual and rhetorical 
flexibility that he assigns to the “individualistic turn” of memorial practices following the 
Protestant Reformation.
180
  But the interest in copying epitaphs from gravestones and circulating 
them on parchment was a much earlier practice in England.  Copies of Anglo-Saxon epitaphs 
necessarily employ a similar form of deixis in their shift of context from an inscription on the 
grave to an inscription within a manuscript, situated within another text or a rhetorical situation 
beyond the grave where the inscription may engage with readers thousands of miles away from 
the buried body.   
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Epitaphs participate in a dialectic of absence and presence by creating a physical space 
for the dead that at once acknowledges the body’s absence and deliberately replaces that body 
with a written text.  With the corpse hidden from view, the identification of the dead relies on 
and is embodied by the inscribed words that point to the body’s presence “here” (hic).  This same 
language of “here-ness” is also used in epitaphs copied on parchment, which retain the 
“rhetorical weight” of the grave even though written in manuscript.  As a self-referencing 
inscription on a unique object, a carved epitaph on an individual’s gravestone may be considered 
an “untransferable text,” one which loses meaning when it loses its original material context and 
is copied onto another surface.
181
  But because the copied epitaph yet retains the “here-ness” of 
the grave, I would suggest that its mnemonic quality as a text designed to preserve the dead in 
memory is maintained even in the parchment copy.  I argue that these Anglo-Saxon epitaphs 
occupy a space in which the literal body (the body buried here) and the textual representation of 
that body (which is proclaimed by the text to be figuratively “here”) fundamentally overlap.  
With the word “hic” referring at once to the figurative unseen tomb and to the literal page, the 
epitaph brings the presence of the absent dead to the written letters.  The epitaphic rhetoric 
locates the body spatially on the page, which underscores Kendrick’s characterization of writing 
as “the body’s presence implicit in the linear trace.”182  Since the parchment copy of the epitaph 
brings with it this reference to the close proximity to the buried body, the copy’s reader is asked 
to visualize the materiality of the tomb and so participate in the commemoration of the dead.  
The copied epitaph thus reinforces the relationship between the text and the corpse, and between 
this textualized body and its living reader.   
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 Since the epitaph is imagined as an actual inscription on the tomb, I will begin with an 
example in stone before turning to epitaphs on parchment.  Although very few Anglo-Saxon 
gravestones have survived in situ, a number of stone fragments suggest their former purpose as 
grave markers with the inscribed words hic or hic requiescit, or another portion of a Latin or Old 
English memorial formula that indicates its original context as a stone that marked the location 
of a buried body.
183
  A particularly well-designed example from Monkwearmouth demonstrates 
this Anglo-Saxon epigraphic genre at its best.  The substantial sandstone slab (104cm x 53cm x 
18cm) known as Monkwearmouth 5 (Okasha no. 92) dates to the first quarter of the eighth 
century and was discovered above a later medieval coffin in the west portico of St. Peter’s in 
Durham (Figure 8).
184
  The Latin inscription in Anglo-Saxon capitals is arranged in the quadrants 
of the cross in high relief; it reads:  
HIC || INSE 
PUL || CRO 
REQV || IESCIT 
----- ----- 
COR || PORE 
HERE ||  BERI 
CHT ||  PRB 
 
[HIC IN SEPULCRO REQUIESCIT CORPORE HEREBERICHT 
PR(ES)B(YTER)] 
 
[Here in the tomb Herebericht the priest rests in the body] 
 
Herebericht’s epitaph simply identifies his body as the one lying beneath this slab (at least 
originally), and though the body is unseen, the reader is made to ponder the priest’s mortal 
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remains.
185
  As John Steffen Bruss puts it in his study of Greek funerary epigraphy, the epitaph is 
“an exercise of the imagination in response to the hiddenness of the dead in death and burial.”186  
This epitaph makes Herebericht’s body present before the reader’s eyes, and so anticipates the 
reader’s remembrance.  Other Anglo-Saxon memorial inscriptions make this request explicit 
with an additional phrase soliciting prayer, such as “Ora pro anima” or “Gebiddaþ þær sawle.”  
By localizing the deceased’s remains and invoking prayer for the soul, the most common epitaph 
formulas counter the fear of physical dissolution as well as spiritual oblivion.  In its formulaic 
reference to the (hidden, unseen) body, the epitaph even more plainly demonstrates the body’s 
immediacy; therein lies the central paradox of the epitaph: through marking the body’s absence, 
the text affords the dead a presence, conveying the identity of the deceased to living readers.   
 As a scholar, historian, and monk, the Venerable Bede was acutely aware of the 
importance of written commemoration.  The five funerary inscriptions recorded in his Historia—
which include epitaphs for Pope Gregory the Great, Augustine of Canterbury, Theodore of 
Tarsus, King Cædwalla of Wessex, and Bishop Wilfrid—show a particular awareness of the 
rhetorical situation of the epitaph as a text on the grave.  For example, in Bede’s description of 
the location of Archbishop Augustine’s grave at Canterbury, he explains that, after his death in 
604, Augustine was buried in a small chapel where all but two successive archbishops were also 
interred: 
Habet haec in medio pene sui altare in honore beati papae Gregorii dedicatum, in 
quo per omne sabbatum a presbytero loci illius agendae eorum sollemniter 
celebrantur. Scriptum uero est in tumba eiusdem Augustini epitaphium 
huiusmodi:  
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“Hic requiescit domnus Augustinus Doruuernensis archiepiscopus primus 
[…].”187  
 
[Almost in the middle of the chapel is an altar dedicated in honor of the Pope St. 
Gregory, on which a priest of that place solemnly celebrates Mass for them every 
Sabbath.  And inscribed on the tomb of that same Augustine is an epitaph of this 
kind: “Here lies the lord Augustine, first archbishop of Canterbury….”] 
 
Among the dead archbishops for whose benefit a weekly mass is celebrated is Augustine, whose 
epitaph begins with the same formulaic language seen on Herebericht’s stone slab, Hic 
requiescit.  The celebration of Mass amidst the archbishops’ tombs reflects the importance of the 
body as a locus for remembrance: the dead are “present” at Mass, and so continue to participate 
in this ritual with the living.  Bede’s description of this space brings his own readers into these 
commemorative acts; they remember Augustine through his presence “here,” transferred 
deictically to the page of Bede’s Historia.   
The epitaph of another Archbishop of Canterbury, Theodore of Tarsus (d. 690), is 
similarly expressed: Bede gives the first and final lines of Theodore’s 34-line epitaph, which 
reads: 
Cuius personam, uitam, aetatem et obitum epitaphium quoque monumenti ipsius 
uersibus heroicis XXX et IIII palam ac lucide cunctis illo aduenientibus pandit, 
quorum primi sunt hi:  
Hic sacer in tumba pausat cum corpora praesul,  
Quem nunc Theodorum lingua Pelasga uocat.  
Princeps pontificum, felix summusque sacerdos 
Limpida discipulis dogmata disseruit.  
Vltimi autem hi:  
Namque diem nonam decimam September habebat,  
Cum carnis claustra spiritus egreditur,  
Alma nouae scandens felix consortia uitae,  
Ciuibus angelicis iunctus in arce poli.
188
  
 
[The epitaph on his memorial, consisting of thirty-four heroic verses, openly and 
clearly makes known to all visitors his character, his life, his age, and his death, of 
which the first lines are these:   
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Here in the tomb lies the body of a holy prelate,  
Who in the Grecian tongue is called Theodore.  
A prince of bishops, blessed and high priest,  
Who sowed pure doctrine for his disciples.  
These are the last lines:   
And indeed on the nineteenth day of September,  
When the spirit disembarked from the enclosure of the flesh,  
The blessed one was ascending into the nourishing inheritance of a new life, 
Together with the angelic citizens in the celestial refuge.]  
 
In addition to the familiar, formulaic opening of hic, Bede’s text immediately relates the bodily 
context of the inscription on Theodore’s gravestone.189  Like that of Augustine, Theodore’s 
epitaph remains self-referencing as a gravestone in Bede’s copy, as the hic refers at once to the 
“tumba” (tomb) and deictically to the reader’s immediate sense of “here”—the manuscript page.  
What was once an inscription that “spoke” about the hidden body that lies beneath it now 
“speaks” from the page, continuing to point to the “carnis claustra” [enclosure of flesh] that 
Theodore left behind.  These overlapping contexts—the simultaneous designation of the grave 
and the page—place the text’s close proximity to Theodore’s body directly into the reader’s own 
hands.     
 For each of the epitaphs Bede quotes, he reminds the reader of the context of the grave 
while also emphasizing the need for the remembrance that such a text makes possible.  For 
example, Bede describes the death of King Cædwalla of Wessex in Rome and includes 
Cædwalla’s epitaph, which was composed by Archbishop Crispus of Milan (r. 681–725) for 
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Cædwalla’s tomb in St. Peter’s.190  Bede apparently obtained a copy of the text from someone 
who had made a pilgrimage to Rome after Cædwalla’s death in 689.191  Bede states that after 
Cædwalla was buried in St. Peter’s,  
[…] iubente pontifice epitaphium in eius monumento scriptum, in quo et memoria 
deuotionis ipsius fixa per saecula maneret, et legentes quoque uel audientes 
exemplum facti ad studium religionis accenderet.
192
 
 
[by decree of the pope, an epitaph was written on his memorial, so that the 
memory of his devotion might remain preserved forever and those who read or 
heard it read might be kindled to religious zeal by his example.] 
 
Bede prefaces his quotation of Cædwalla’s epitaph by locating this text unmistakably on the 
tomb, giving all who read this account a distinct image of the materiality of the grave as the 
space for the original inscription.  In addition to stating how such an inscription on a gravestone 
would be received—through either reading it or hearing it read aloud—Bede implies that his 
broader purpose for including the epitaph in the Historia reflects the pope’s own intentions: to 
preserve the “memoria” [memory] of Cædwalla for all who encounter this text.  The twenty-four 
line epitaph in verse records Cædwalla’s praiseworthy attributes and his travel to Rome, his final 
resting place, and then closes with a prose statement, “Hic depositus est Caedual, qui et Petrus, 
rex Saxonum […]”193 [Here is buried Cædwalla, who is also Peter, king of the Saxons].  Where 
previously Cædwalla’s body, to which the epitaph ultimately points, had been the vehicle for his 
performance of devotion, the text now stands in to continue “performing,” embodying in writing 
Cædwalla’s admirable deeds and stimulating others through his memory.          
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 But to what end is Bede’s reader given such access to the tombs of these five men?  I 
would suggest that Bede’s inclusion of these epitaphs allows his readers to connect with the 
buried bodies of these revered figures who in life were responsible for the establishment and 
perpetuation of the English church.  From Pope Gregory, who first sent missionaries from Rome; 
to the English church’s early shepherds, Augustine and Theodore; to King Cædwalla, who gave 
up his throne in Wessex to go on pilgrimage to Rome; and finally to Bishop Wilfrid, a local 
Northumbrian who became bishop and was involved in converting the Frisians, Bede’s collected 
epitaphs trace the evolution of the English church, from their conversion to their continental 
missions.  More than simply evoking the romanitas of this classical genre, Bede’s inclusion of 
these epitaphs positions the English figures Cædwalla and Wilfrid within the international 
community of the dead.  With access to the texts that are written over the bodies of these five 
men, Bede’s readers are thus able to participate in the broader confraternity of the Church 
through postmortem remembrance and prayer.  
This transfer of “here-ness” and the tension of simultaneous absence and presence are 
perhaps most clearly seen in the poetic epitaph of Alcuin of York, the Northumbrian-born 
scholar and later Abbot of Tours who composed his own gravestone inscription shortly before 
his death in 804.
194
  Alcuin famously composed the epitaph of Pope Hadrian I at the request of 
Charlemagne,
195
 and the epitaph he composed for himself, which contains many features of his 
known poetic works, “became a formula and the model for other epitaphs of the Carolingian 
age.”196  Like the epitaphs in Bede’s Historia,197 Alcuin’s epitaph draws on conventions of the 
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genre as well as Roman memento mori; however, as a piece that was composed by the very 
person it commemorates, this epitaph’s engagement with the reader thoroughly invents the space 
of the grave, which is imagined by Alcuin—yet living—before his body is in it.  Alcuin’s verses 
are followed by a brief prose legend that was added after his death; together, they read: 
Hic, rogo, pauxillum veniens subsiste viator,  
  Et mea scrutare pectore dicta tuo,  
Ut tua deque meis agnoscas fata figuris:  
  Vertitur o species, ut mea, sicque tua.  
Quod nunc es fueram, famosus in orbe, viator,     
  Et quod nunc ego sum, tuque futuris eris.  
Delicias mundi casso sectabar amore,  
  Nunc cinis et pulvis, vermibus atque cibus.  
Quapropter potius animam curare memento  
  Quam carnem, quoniam haec manet, illa perit.   
Cur tibi rura paras? Quam parvo cernis in antro  
  Me tenet hic requies: sic tua parva fiet.  
Cur Tyrio corpus inhias vestirier ostro,  
  Quod mox esuriens pulvere vermis edet? 
Ut flores pereunt vento veniente minaci,              
  Sic tua namque, caro, gloria tota perit.  
Tu mihi redde vicem, lector, rogo, carminis huius  
  Et dic: “Da veniam, Christe, tuo famulo.”  
Obsecro, nulla manus violet pia iura sepulcri,  
  Personet angelica donec ab arce tuba;                
“Qui iaces in tumulo, terrae de pulvere surge,  
  Magnus adest Iudex milibus innumeris.” 
Alchuine nomen erat sophiam mihi semper amanti,  
  Pro quo funde preces mente legens titulum.  
(Hic requiescit beatae memoriae domnus Alchuinus, abba, qui obiit in pace XIV 
Kal[endas] Iun[ias]. Quando legeritis, o vos omnes, orate pro eo et dicite: 
“Requiem aeternam donet ei Dominus.” Amen).198 
 
[Here, I beg, stop for a little while, traveler, and ponder my words in your heart, 
so that you may recognize your fate in my figure: the appearance changes, as 
mine has, so will yours.  What you are now, famous in the world, I have been, 
traveler, and what I now am, you will be in the future.  I was inclined to pursue 
the pleasures of the world in vain desire: now I am ashes and dust, and food for 
worms.  Remember, therefore, to take better care of your soul than of your body, 
because that remains, and this passes away.  Why do you seek estates?  You see in 
what a small cavern this rest holds me: yours will be made just as small.  Why do 
you desire to clothe in Tyrian purple your body, which soon the hungry worm will 
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consume in the dust?  Just as flowers pass away when the menacing wind comes, 
so indeed, flesh, all your glory will pass away.  Give me, I beg you, reader, a 
return for this poem, and say: “Grant pardon, Christ, to your servant.”  I implore 
you, let no hand profane the holy rights of this tomb, until the angelic trumpet 
resounds from on high: “You who lie in the tomb, rise from the dust of the earth, 
the Mighty Judge appears to countless thousands.”  My name was Alcuin, wisdom 
was always dear to me; pour out prayers for me in your mind when you read this 
inscription.   
(Here rests the lord Alcuin of blessed memory, the Abbot, who died in peace on 
the 19th of May.  When you read, all of you, pray for him and say: “The Lord 
grant him eternal rest.”  Amen.] 
 
The epitaph, which was engraved on a bronze tablet but now survives only in manuscript 
copies,
199
 petitions a “viator” [traveler], imagined walking past Alcuin’s inscribed tomb.  Central 
to its message is a stark warning about the perils of the transitory flesh, a motif which Alcuin 
borrowed from the earlier sermons of Caesarius of Arles.
200
  Alcuin uses a number of Roman 
epigraphic formulas, including the appeal to the wayfarer and the comparison ut mea sicque tua, 
as well as the warning against the desecration of his tomb.
201
  And, as Clarke points out in her 
study of the economy of the Anglo-Saxon epitaph, Alcuin’s “whole poem is constructed around 
a central conceit of reading, reckoning and return”:202 in exchange for the moral exemplum he 
offers for the benefit of this passerby, Alcuin insists that he “funde preces” [pour out prayers] 
when contemplating this text.  Alcuin’s epitaph thus constructs a dynamic relationship between 
the text, the reader, and his corpse, which is speaking, animated, and yet unseen.  I argue that the 
expression of this relationship in the epitaph also emphasizes the importance of the inscription in 
mediating between the living and the dead because this text is imagined on a tomb that did not 
yet exist, and was written by a man who was not yet dead.   
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 Alcuin’s epitaph necessarily constructs his own absence, since he is present at the 
epitaph’s composition, but understood as not-present in the text itself.  Alcuin’s presence is, 
however, explicitly conveyed by the very inscription that has absented him: composed in first-
person, the inscription is in the position of the embodied speaker.  The “hic” that conventionally 
opens the epitaph (and points to Alcuin’s grave) speaks “here” on his behalf; put another way, 
from the reader’s standpoint, the text “here” and Alcuin are one and the same.   
 The epitaph’s function as Alcuin’s surrogate physical presence is underscored throughout 
the poem in its focus on the physical body, which is everywhere described but physically absent.  
This exchange of flesh for text is introduced in line 2: starting with the phrase “mea dicta” [my 
words], Alcuin’s traveler is asked to imagine this inscribed marker as a speaking body, 
conveying its dicta as if an enfleshed speaker and warning this traveler of the perils of his own 
mortality.  These words are figuratively Alcuin’s, from whom the speech is understood to 
originate, but they also refer to the written text itself.  Understood deictically, the “I,” “me,” and 
“mine” of the epitaph refer most immediately to the grave marker, not to Alcuin’s body.  Even 
the statement at the epitaph’s close, “Alchuine nomen erat” [My name was Alcuin], applies 
dually to the inscription and to the unseen body.  Likewise, when in line 3 the traveler is told that 
he should take heed “so that you may recognize your fate in my figure,” the phrase “meis 
figuris” refers both to the imagined body—which is described in gory detail as “cinis et pulvis, 
vermibus atque cibus” [ashes and dust, and food for worms]—and deictically to the inscription 
itself.  So, while the epitaph implies that it is through Alcuin’s (invisible) rotting flesh that the 
reader must consider his own fate, it is literally through the “figure” of the text that a reader may 
learn what awaits him in death.  With Alcuin’s body admittedly dissolved and concealed, the 
inscription gestures toward itself as this body, and transfers Alcuin’s identity from the transitory 
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flesh to the perdurable text.  Embodying the presence of Alcuin, the inscription self-consciously 
renders the body as a text, pointing ultimately to itself as it directs the reader’s attention to its 
location at the grave and Alcuin’s unseen remains.  The imagined proximity of the text to the 
buried body makes this monument and its parchment copies physical extensions of Alcuin 
himself, as it mediates this “porous boundary” between the body and the commemorative writing 
that marks the grave.
203
   
   Similar to the epitaphs included by Bede in his Historia, Alcuin’s epitaph was circulated 
on parchment to readers, many of whom would never have seen the text engraved on the brass 
tablet at his grave.  Even so, the conventional locative sense of hic [here] and the epitaph’s vivid 
descriptions of the decomposing body would compel any reader to imagine the grave and the 
rotting corpse within it, compelling him to prayer both for the dead and for his own soul.  
Especially for Anglo-Saxon religious—for whom commemorative texts were essential to 
maintaining relationships between the living and the dead—epitaphs copied on parchment extend 
the bonds of confraternity beyond those with immediate access to the graveyard to create 
communities linked by postmortem prayer.  These commemorative technologies materially 
embodied the absent dead, metonymically extending the presence of the dead to readers both 
locally and abroad, whose prayers were an aid to salvation.        
 
Conclusion   
 Like the libri vitae, memorial lists, and name-stones, Anglo-Saxon epitaphs exploit the 
perdurability of writing to counter the potential dissolution of identity along with the dissolution 
of the physical body.  Since being forgotten by God (and thus consigned to the oblivion of hell) 
was the greatest threat to the soul, the inscribed text offered a means by which one might 
                                                 
203
 Hallam and Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture, 14.  
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maintain a presence among living petitioners in this world and at once prefigure and aid one’s 
metaphorical inscription in heaven.  Authors such as Alcuin provided proleptically for their own 
remembrance after death, composing texts that were meant to outlive their own bodies and thus 
sustain an embodied, physical presence in spite of the body’s inevitable absence.  Some Anglo-
Saxon authors exploited the representational relationship of body and text to an even greater 
degree; the poet Cynewulf, whose runic “signatures” are the subject of the following chapter, 
uses writing to represent his identity in text even as he imagines—like Alcuin—his own death 
and the severing of body and soul.  I show that the very form Cynewulf gives to his name mimics 
the body he describes, scattered and dissolved by sin and death, demonstrating a further use of 
text as a metaphor of the identity in the face of death.  
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FIGURE 1: Frontispiece of the New Minster Liber Vitae.  © British Library Board, Stowe 944, 
fol. 6r.  
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FIGURE 2: The Last Judgment, the New Minster Liber Vitae.  © British Library Board, Stowe 
944, fols. 6v and 7r. 
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FIGURE 3: Hartlepool 1 (CASSS 1), 
alpha, omega above; “Hildeþryþ” 
below in runes.  © The Corpus of 
Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, 
Durham University (UK), 
photographer T. Middlemass. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 4: Lindisfarne 24 (CASSS 1), 
“Osgyð” written out in both runes 
(above) and Roman script.  © The 
Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone 
Sculpture, Durham University (UK), 
photographer T. Middlemass. 
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FIGURE 5: Carpet Page of the Lindisfarne Gospels.  © British Library Board, Cotton MS Nero 
D.iv, fol. 26v.  
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FIGURE 6: Bewcastle Cross (listed as Bewcastle 1, CASSS 2), Face A; memorial inscription in 
runes with secular figure with bird (“falconer”) carved below.   
Photograph by Mike Quinn, used with permission via Wikimedia Commons [CC-BY-SA-2.0 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)]. 
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FIGURE 7: Newent Memorial Tablet (listed as Newent 2, CASSS 10), Face C: a large figure of 
Christ surrounded by figures at the Last Judgment; the name “EDRED” here labels one of these 
figures in the upper-left corner. Photograph by Victoria Whitworth; used with permission.  
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FIGURE 8: Monkwearmouth 5 (CASSS 1), epitaph of Priest Herebericht.  © The Corpus of 
Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, Durham University (UK), photographer T. Middlemass. 
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CHAPTER 2: Runes, Death, and Oblivion: The Written Body in the Poems of Cynewulf 
 
 
Outside of colophons composed by (often nameless) scribes or copyists, the corpus of 
Anglo-Saxon texts has only a few surviving examples of individuals requesting prayer for their 
own souls.  Few authors do so more evocatively than the poet Cynewulf, whose so-called 
“signatures” in runes offer a compelling example of the interplay among death, remembrance, 
and the written word.  This chapter focuses on the four poems that bear Cynewulf’s name in 
runes, The Fates of the Apostles, Elene, Christ II, and Juliana, which are preserved in unique 
mid- to late tenth-century copies in the Vercelli Book and the Exeter Book.  Cynewulf is one of 
only three named authors of Old English poetry, though he is largely unknown to us aside from 
his name.  While Cynewulf’s runic signatures have garnered a great deal of scholarly attention—
from comparisons with Anglo-Saxon riddles to speculations about Cynewulf’s “real” identity as 
a bishop or cleric—my aim is to develop how we read Cynewulf’s self-awareness of his work’s 
textuality in order to read his runic signature in the specific context of human mortality and the 
afterlife.  This chapter considers Cynewulf’s references to his poetic craft, the visual nature of 
his signatures, and the persistence of the themes of mortality and remembrance in each of his 
four signed works, in order to suggest that Cynewulf did not merely seek to identify himself as 
the poet in perpetuity, but recognized that the written text of his name would mediate between 
him and his readers, who would petition God on his behalf after Cynewulf himself had passed 
away.  Given that the word of his name is couched in a thematic context of the body and human 
mortality, I read Cynewulf’s signatures through the lens of the medieval Latin grammatical 
analogy that likens the word to the physical body and the word’s meaning—animating the 
lifeless letters—to the soul.  Since such elementary grammatical concepts were likely familiar to 
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an educated Anglo-Saxon such as Cynewulf, we can understand Cynewulf’s name as more than 
simple wordplay or a clever means to record information; the letters of his name, scattered across 
lines of poetry, are “dead” without the reader’s comprehension and prayer for Cynewulf’s soul.  
Read through this word-as-body analogy, the broken up and jumbled letters of Cynewulf’s name 
become in each case a figure of both his fallen nature and decayed body, images that correspond 
to the content of all four poetic epilogues.  Thus, the reader is engaged in more than an 
intellectual pursuit, but a prayerful intervention for Cynewulf’s coherency, his salvation in the 
afterlife.  By grasping the meaning of the word CYN(E)WULF as the poet has imbedded it, the 
reader is figuratively reassembling Cynewulf and creating a picture of what God will do in 
Cynewulf’s salvation and his bodily resurrection.  This act of recomposing connects the power of 
writing and its aura of permanence to the salvation of the soul, which is illustrated here in the 
reassembly of Cynewulf’s name.  As I aim to demonstrate in the following discussion, 
Cynewulf’s poems display a self-awareness of this written medium and its potential to reach out 
to readers even after the poet is silenced by death.  This written word, as a figure of the body that 
long survives its author, may therefore be read as the physical embodiment of Cynewulf; the 
meaning of the scattered letters of his name is connected semantically and symbolically with his 
soul, for which he requests prayer.       
The meaning of the eight runes—or seven, in the case of The Fates of the Apostles 
(hereafter Fates) and Christ II, which lack the “E” rune—that make up Cynewulf’s name has 
dominated much of the scholarship on his four known works.  The letters of the signature do not 
appear consecutively, but are interwoven into a few lines of his poetic epilogue either 
individually or in small groups.  Although the formatting of the signature is akin to Christian 
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Latin acrostics, which were undoubtedly part of Cynewulf’s repertoire,1 his particular use of 
these runic letters differs from the acrostic tradition.  Daniel Calder notes that Cynewulf’s 
signatures are different from Latin anagrams because the function of the runes is more than just 
to spell his name—“he incorporates his name in such a way that the runes have a genuine poetic 
purpose.”2  Thus, the runes have both alphabetic and logographic values,3 with the name of each 
rune standing in for a noun or substantive adjective that allows each character to be incorporated 
both grammatically and semantically into the poetic line.  There has been some debate over their 
logographic meanings in particular—some claims require more interpretive gymnastics than 
others—but most critics have associated Cynewulf’s runes with the following words:  
C  Cen [torch] 
Y  Yr  [bow] 
N  Ned [need, necessity] 
E  Eoh [horse] 
W  Wynn [joy] 
U  Ur [bison, aurochs4] 
L  Lagu [water] 
F   Feoh  [wealth] 
 
                                                 
1
 Peter Clemoes remarks, “[...] Cynewulf’s riddling incorporations of his name engage the eye of a reader in an 
elegant tease reminiscent of Latin acrostics.  Educated ninth-century English ecclesiastics, such as he, firmly 
transplanted their ancient native art of poetic story-telling into the milieu of narrative texts, hitherto the domain of 
Latin (and Greek).”  Interactions of Thought and Language in Old English Poetry (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995), 245.  
2
 Daniel G. Calder, Cynewulf (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1981), 23.  
3
 See Roger Lass, “Cyn(e)wulf Revisited: The Problem of the Runic Signatures,” in An Historic Tongue: Studies in 
English Linguistics in Memory of Barbara Strang, ed. Graham Nixon and John Honey (London: Routledge, 1988), 
18.  
4
 Kenneth Sisam in “Cynewulf and His Poetry,” in Studies in the History of Old English Literature (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1953), 1–28, suggests that a listener of the poems would identify Ur as a homophone of the plural 
possessive pronoun in Old English, ure [our] (26).  Ralph W. V. Elliott argues that the literal meaning of Ur 
(aurochs) can be figuratively understood as “male strength.”  Runes: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (Manchester, UK: 
Manchester University Press, 1989), 65–67.  Others still have suggested unne [legal grant]; see Dolores Warwick 
Frese, “The Art of Cynewulf’s Runic Signatures,” in Anglo-Saxon Poetry: Essays in Appreciation, ed. Lewis E. 
Nicholson and Frese (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975), 313 n. 5.  
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In each of the four epilogues, these runic letters are inserted in rather oblique, third-person 
descriptions of death, the transience of this world (Fates and Elene), and the wrathful judgment 
of God (Juliana and Christ II).  In this context, each rune is treated logographically as either an 
ephemeral, physical element of this world that passes away at the end of time, or as a personified 
subject that signals Judgment Day or trembles before the Judge (see the texts and translations of 
the four epilogues at the end of this chapter).  Additionally, the four signatures are generally 
similar in form: the letters are typically deployed one at a time, scattered over the course of 
between five and thirteen poetic lines, with each poem manifesting variations and nuances of 
form.  Where clear readings of the respective manuscript pages have been possible, there is 
pointing separating each rune from the adjacent characters, even in the uniquely grouped runes 
of Juliana.
5
  Moreover, in all but Elene, Cynewulf juxtaposes the third-person passages 
containing the runes to first-person lamentations regarding his own death or fear of judgment, 
and even in Elene Cynewulf positions his signature next to self-referential discourse, making an 
unambiguous connection between this known Anglo-Saxon forename and the poet.  The reader is 
                                                 
5
 In Juliana, unlike the other three poems, the signature appears in clusters of runes (CYN-EWU-LF), which has 
been viewed as problematic by modern translators.  The common solutions to these problematic groups are to read 
them either as individual words that function as compound subjects in their respective lines, or as three discrete Old 
English words—that is, cyn [mankind], ewu [ewe], and the nearly impossible “LF,” which could be an abbreviation 
of lic-fæt [body] (see Moritz Trautmann, Kynewulf der Bischof und Dichter, Bonner Beiträge zur Anglistik, Heft 1 
(Bonn: P. Hanstein, 1898), 49); lagu-feoh [wealth of the sea-realm] (see F. Tupper Jr., “The Cynewulfian Runes of 
the Religious Poems,” MLN 27 (1912): 136); or laguflod [flood waters] (see Carleton F. Brown, “The 
Autobiographical Element in the Cynewulfian Rune Passages,” Englische Studien 38 (1907): 199).  Finding the 
suggestion of EWU—which would properly mean specifically female sheep—“plainly ridiculous,” K. Sisam argues 
that each of the three fragments of Cynewulf’s name should be read as standing in for the poet’s whole name 
(“Cynewulf and His Poetry,” 21).  Elliott dismisses K. Sisam’s solution since, in the first place, sheep are common 
in biblical imagery, particularly in the context of judgment, and K. Sisam’s suggestion for reading the runes 
metonymically, as parts of the whole word, has no other runological evidence.  The reader is clearly encouraged to 
see the runes as functioning individually and not just as elements of the words cyn and ewu, considering the 
codicological evidence and the pointing between each rune: Elliott remarks that the scribe used pointing between 
groups of runes in certain riddles where the runes were taken as spelling a word, and between single runes in other 
cases, including the runes in Cynewulf’s poems; see Ralph W. V. Elliott, “Cynewulf’s Runes in Juliana and Fates of 
the Apostles,” in The Cynewulf Reader, ed. Robert E. Bjork (New York: Routledge, 2001), 300–301.  This 
interpretation of pointing between runes in the Exeter Book is also discussed in Max Förster, The Exeter Book of 
Old English Poetry (London: P. Lund, Humphries, 1933), 62 n. 21, and in René Derolez, Runica Manuscripta: The 
English Tradition (Brugge: De Tempel, 1954), 398.   
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thereby given explicit, textual clues that the imbedded runes do more than simply serve as 
shorthand for words such as feoh, “wealth,” and wynn, “joy”; they implicitly refer to the 
authorial persona who is in the subject position in other parts of all four epilogues.  Cynewulf’s 
interweaving of each rune into the sense and imagery of the epilogues is certainly a testament to 
his poetic skill,
6
 though—unless “Cynewulf” was indeed a pseudonym—the choice of runes is 
limited to his given name.  It is therefore not the individual runes but the form the whole word is 
given in the epilogues that is of chief interest in this chapter: Cynewulf could have interwoven 
these letters at any point in these four poems, but chose to do so in each case in passages that 
describe the passing away of worldly things, including humans, and the coming of God’s 
judgment.  Given this recurrent thematic context, then, we must assume that the appearance of 
the runes in these passages relates meaningfully to their immediate context.   
An integral part of my reading of the form of Cynewulf’s signature is the visual and 
inherently written nature of the runic characters within this context of human mortality: in each 
of the four epilogues, the letters of Cynewulf’s signature are a “seen thing,” standing apart 
visually from the roman characters that surround them.  Some critics have suggested that the 
runes could be recognized aurally, arguing that, when the runes were read aloud as Old English 
words, a listener to the poem could understand them as the words of runes, and therefore 
mentally catalogue them as letters that constitute another word, such as Cynewulf’s name.7  
Because each rune stands for both an alphabetic letter and a word in Old English, however, it 
                                                 
6
 As R. I. Page remarks, “I suspect that the difficulties of translation reflect Cynewulf’s difficulties in bringing a 
group of intransigent and sometimes unusual words into his poem; we should rather admire that it is done at all than 
complain it is not done well.”  An Introduction to English Runes, 2nd ed. (1999; repr. Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 
2006), 193.  
7
 For example, Derolez claims that “We must suppose that in Cynewulf’s time the runes and their names were still 
well known: an audience would immediately grasp that the rune-names pronounced by the reader stood in fact for 
runes, and that these runes spelled the poet’s name.”  Runica Manuscripta, 396.  Elliott also finds evidence for an 
aural component to the runes in “Coming back to Cynewulf,” in Old English Runes and Their Continental 
Background, ed. Alfred Bammesberger (Heidelberg: Carl Winter Universitätsverlag, 1991), 244.  See also T. A. 
Shippey, Old English Verse (London: Hutchinson, 1972), 156–58.   
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seems to me impossible that a listener who could not also see the written characters would be 
able to determine whether, for example, the utterance of wynn—a word not uncommon in Old 
English verse—was simply this word spelled out fully, or the rune called wynn and therefore also 
the letter “w,” or—as is the case in Cynewulf’s epilogues—both at once.8  Some of the rune-
words that make up Cynewulf’s name might have been so uncommon in verse as to strike a 
listener as peculiar,
9
 but I am inclined to agree with Roger Lass, who claims that manuscript 
runes “depend on being seen for their effect, and are directed to (silent) readers, not hearers.”10  
Although it is impossible for us to be certain how easily an Anglo-Saxon might “hear” runes and 
recognize a spoken word in terms of its phonetic meaning, it is unquestionable that the runes 
themselves are visually distinct on the manuscript page.  This difference in script makes 
Cynewulf’s name discrete from the surrounding text, which suggests both that the use of runes 
was a deliberate choice to make his name visually determinable amongst the poetic lines and that 
Cynewulf was self-aware of the written nature of his text.
11
  In other words, the runes provided 
                                                 
8
 If a word that was also a rune-name occurred in a text, scribes of Old English texts might use the rune as a type of 
abbreviation: Derolez explains that “instead of writing that name in full, if it happened to occur in a text, it would be 
sufficient to write the rune by itself. [...] In some texts, words which were also rune-names would occur so 
frequently that a scribe who knew the name would feel justified to substitute the corresponding runes for them.”  
Runica Manuscripta, xxiv.  Such is the case for the word eþel, which is replaced with œ, the rune of the same name, 
three of the eleven times it appears in Beowulf.  Ibid., 399–401. 
9
 K. Sisam argues that “an Anglo-Saxon hearing cen, yr, would know at once that he was dealing with runes” and 
would “listen closely for the succession” because such attention is demanded for runes in riddles.  “Cynewulf and 
His Poetry,” 25.  This explanation is of course problematic in the case of the jumbled signature in Fates of the 
Apostles, in which it is the very common feoh, rather than the cen, that is supplied first in the epilogue.  
10
 Lass, “Cyn(e)wulf Revisited,” 28 n. 4.  Lass ultimately asks: would the audience “have the fuþorc enough at their 
fingertips to spot which other words are meant to be runes, and do the necessary computation while listening?  I 
doubt it.  Any attempt to figure out how this kind of thing might be effectively read aloud argues that it’s meant to 
be read silently.”  Lass, “Cyn(e)wulf Revisited,” 28–29 n. 11.  The view that the runes might have been read silently 
fits an observation by Maureen Halsall regarding the private nature of early runic inscriptions: “One striking aspect 
of all uses of Germanic futhark [...] is their essentially private character.  Unlike Roman inscriptions, which seem 
designed to inform the world at large about laws enacted, victories won, and the reputations of the eminent dead, 
early runic inscriptions show astonishingly little concern to instruct the passing reader.  Instead, they appear to form 
part of personally significant acts and to be means of asserting power [....].”  The Old English Rune Poem, (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1981), 8.  
11
 The concept of “hearing the runes” of Cynewulf’s signature is closely related to the argument for his having 
composed his works orally, given the large amount of formulaic diction in his four poems, a view espoused by 
Francis P. Magoun in “The Oral-Formulaic Character of Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry,” Speculum 28 (1955): 446–
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Cynewulf, who was almost certainly composing with pen in hand, a way to offer the visually 
distinct letters of his name and to situate grammatically these letters in the poetic lines through 
their ideographic meaning.  So critical was the visual component of the runes, in fact, that the 
case has been made that the scribe of the Vercelli Book even adjusted the number of lines on the 
pages preceding the runic signatures of both Fates and Elene in order to keep the runes together 
on the same page.
12
  The clear preservation of the unity of the runic signature in a tenth-century 
copy offers us a roughly contemporary perspective on the reception of these runes.
13
  If it was 
important for the runes of Cynewulf’s signature to appear in the same block of text, we must 
assume that the comprehension of these letters is visual in nature because they are treated as a 
visual unit on the manuscript page.    
As a visual feature of each of the four poems, the runic signature’s form has only been 
cursorily addressed to date, with most studies of the epilogues taking the arrangement of the 
runes as a given.  Arguing for the artistry and unity of theme in Cynewulf’s poetry, Dolores 
Warwick Frese asserts that “Had Cynewulf wanted merely to guarantee the survival of his name 
as author of each signed poem, or even to assure a helpful specificity in the prayers he asks for at 
                                                                                                                                                             
67; and, to a lesser degree, Robert E. Diamond in “The Diction of the Signed Poems of Cynewulf,” Philological 
Quarterly 38 (1959): 228–41.  The more recent and convincing approach that Cynewulf composed with pen to 
paper, as it were, is discussed in Larry D. Benson, “The Literary Character of Anglo-Saxon Formulaic Poetry,” 
PMLA 81 (1966): 334–41; and Michael D. Cherniss, “The Oral-Traditional Theme in the Poems of Cynewulf,” in 
De gustibus: Essays for Alain Renoir, ed. John Miles Foley et al. (New York: Garland, 1992), 40–65.  While the 
diction of “orality” is undeniable in Cynewulf’s poetic corpus, it can be interpreted as intentionally evoking 
nostalgia for a much earlier Germanic poetic tradition.  See Martin Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture: 
‘Grammatica’ and Literary Theory, 350–1100 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 431–32.  
12
 Celia Sisam, ed., The Vercelli Book, EEMF 19 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 38, 40.  C. 
Sisam remarks that “The 25-line page throughout quire 7 (fols. 48–55) was probably adopted to solve a problem in 
the layout of ‘Apostles’”: if the scribe had opted for 24-line pages, “Cynewulf’s runic signature (FWULCYN) would 
have been split between recto and verso of folio 54 and so become unrecognizable.  A 25-line page enabled the 
scribe to copy the last 19 manuscript lines of ‘Apostles’ (lines 96ff.) on 54r and to place the runic signature (54r2–7) 
in a prominent position near the top of the page.”  The Vercelli Book, 38.  C. Sisam makes a similar case for the 
layout of quires 18 and 19, the line adjustments of which she reads as being intentional to keep the runic signature at 
the end of Elene on the same page.  The Vercelli Book, 40 n. 1.  
13
 One might question whether the runes as they appear in these four poems were the author’s own invention or were 
instead the decision of the copyists of the Exeter Book and the Vercelli Book.  Because Cynewulf’s signatures are 
formed from runes in the same essential way in two different manuscripts, it is reasonable to assume that the choice 
of runes was his and not that of a later scribe.   
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the conclusion of each of these works, there is no reason why a single runic signature, appended 
to each poem somewhat in the nature of a trademark, would not have sufficed.”14  A tacked-on 
signature, however, might risk being left uncopied, trimmed from later versions, or otherwise 
lost, leaving these poems—like virtually all other Old English vernacular verse—anonymous.  
Cynewulf may be exceptional in interweaving runes to spell his name, but he is certainly not 
alone in the practice of colophonic self-naming, considering the number of inscribers, 
craftspeople, authors, or glossators who left their names with either implicit or explicit requests 
for prayer.
15
  Barbara Raw throws some light on the form of his signature, remarking that 
Cynewulf’s “purpose was not primarily to claim authorship, but to seek the prayers of others for 
the safety of his soul, and it was probably for this reason that he devised a form of signature 
which could not easily be lost or changed.”16  If Cynewulf were part of a monastic community, it 
is possible that his inside knowledge of scribal practice led him to this decision to make the 
signature less susceptible to omission from the poetic lines.  But this practical explanation of the 
form is not wholly satisfying because it disregards the other feature that these four signatures 
have in common: the eschatological imagery in which the signature is inserted in each of the 
epilogues.   
                                                 
14
 Frese, “The Art of Cynewulf’s Runic Signatures,” 313.  
15
 For example, the glossator Owun added in the Rushworth Gospels (Oxford, Bodleian Auct D.ii.19) a poetic 
colophon in which he asks for prayer: “Đe min bruche gibidde fore Owun / ðe ðas boc gloesde” [To you who make 
use of me, pray for Owun, who glossed this book]; see Thomas A. Bredehoft’s discussion of this colophon in 
Authors, Audiences, and Old English Verse (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 57–60.  Bredehoft notes 
that, in some cases, self-naming has the purpose of lending authority to the inscribed text (e.g., in the work of Ælfric 
or Bede), while he places colophonic requests for prayers not in this manuscript tradition, but in the same vein as 
Anglo-Saxon memorial inscriptions (60–64).  Arguing that the anonymity of Old English verse is part of the 
tradition, Bredehoft postulates that “Cynewulf’s self-naming [...] might well suggest that he belongs in the ‘second 
wave’ of Old English poets, breaking the habit of anonymity through his colophonic requests for prayers.”  Authors, 
Audiences, 201.  Colophons may also include a request for prayer but no name, which suggests that the 
identification by writing would have been sufficient specificity to pray for the requesting scribe or glossator.  For a 
fuller consideration of Anglo-Saxon colophons, see Richard Gameson, The Scribe Speaks? Colophons in Early 
English Manuscripts, H. M. Chadwick Memorial Lectures 12 (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 2002).  
There are also examples of self-naming on Anglo-Saxon moveable goods such as swords or jewelry, both in Latin 
and Old English (rendered in either roman or runic script).    
16
 Barbara C. Raw, The Art and Background of Old English Poetry (London: Edward Arnold, 1978), 6.  
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Only a few critics have gestured toward an interpretation of the signatures’ form that 
considers their thematic context: for example, regarding the uniquely scrambled signature in the 
epilogue of Fates, in which Cynewulf describes the journey of his soul away from the body, 
Calder remarks that “In breaking his name, he begins the parting of soul from body.”17  Dealing 
with the theme of solitude in this same passage, Calder goes on, “That Cynewulf breaks his name 
in this poem perhaps illustrates his spiritual anguish in emblematic form.”18  While presenting a 
compelling view of the signature’s form and context, Calder does not develop his close reading 
further and, in fact, limits his explanation to only Fates, even though Cynewulf’s name is broken 
into pieces in every poem.  In other words, the jumbled signature of Fates may present the reader 
with a greater challenge in its brokenness, but how then are we to understand the significance of 
the similarly fragmented form of CYN(E)WULF in each epilogue?   
In order to address the separation and interweaving of the letters of Cynewulf’s name in 
all four poems, this chapter considers how the eschatological imagery of each epilogue 
encourages a reading of the spiritual significance of the signature and its form.  The relationship 
between Cynewulf’s signature and his mortal remains has been pointed out by Emily V. 
Thornbury in her recent study of Anglo-Saxon poets and poetic communities.
19
  Having observed 
the solitude of death in Cynewulf’s epilogue of Fates, Thornbury remarks, “But the emphasis is 
shifted from body back to poem as the anagram itself (FWULCYN) is embedded in an elegiac 
passage continuing the theme of the speaker’s impending death; by dissolving his name into 
individual letters, the poet associates himself even more strongly with human mortality.”20  
While Thornbury does not pursue this association further, the connection between body and text 
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 Calder, Cynewulf, 38.  
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 Ibid., 40.  
19
 Emily V. Thornbury, Becoming a Poet in Anglo-Saxon England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014). 
20
 Ibid., 122. 
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in the figure of the runic signature is critical: I would suggest that the embedded name does not 
shift “emphasis…from body back to poem,” but that it illustrates a close relationship between 
body and poem that has hitherto been unexplored.  In each epilogue we find not only the 
resounding theme of the fate of body and soul, but also multiple references to reading and 
writing, demonstrating that the function of text and the reader’s engagement were very much on 
the poet’s mind.  I would therefore suggest that we consider Cynewulf’s signature as a reflection 
of how words were understood by students of medieval grammar, which defined the word by its 
similarity to the body, equating the word’s meaning to the soul.  The fragmented form of the 
word of Cynewulf’s name may therefore be read as a correlative of the mortal body, its 
brokenness a reflection of the poet’s need of salvation, which is prefigured in the reader’s act of 
reassembling the dismembered CYN(E)WULF.  Cynewulf’s stated anxiety in the epilogues 
about the fate of his body and soul can be read as motivating this particular use of writing: in 
describing his unknown journey after death, Cynewulf clearly imagines his text being known to 
readers after his body has long since decayed.  As an image of his physical nature, this written 
word thus becomes Cynewulf’s physical presence on the page, a visible imprint that signifies the 
need of his soul for the prayers of future readers.  By self-consciously inscribing his name in the 
text, then, Cynewulf demonstrates his awareness of his work as an intermediary, a physical 
remnant of himself in the hands of and before the eyes of readers long after he has left this world.   
Reading Cynewulf’s signature as a reflection of both anxiety about his fate and hope for 
salvation means, at some level, grappling with Cynewulf’s identity as a flesh-and-blood 
individual.  Some critics have reacted adversely to the hunt for biographical details about 
Cynewulf: Calder claims that, owing to our lack of information about his background, Cynewulf 
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becomes a mere fiction, “existing only in the poems he created,”21 a perspective that John D. 
Niles sees as reason to refer to the author of these four poems as “the Cynewulf poet” rather than 
the usual “Cynewulf.”22  Niles goes so far as to claim that “We tend to speak of ‘Cynewulf’ as if 
he were a flesh-and-blood person for the sole reason that we know his name, but in that regard he 
has tricked us through the device of authorial personification.”23  But one must ask, then, what 
this poet gains from “tricking” us by offering us a persona, and perhaps not even his own real 
name.  As Shannon Godlove observes, Niles’ perspective fails to notice “the very real spiritual 
significance of each poem’s final request for prayers from the reader.”24  I would add that such a 
reading as Niles’ causes the very interweaving of a signature into these poems to lose all 
meaning, reduced to a poetic sleight of hand.  While there is merit in Niles’ rejection of the 
“author-centered approach,”25 to go so far as to resort to “Cynewulf poet,” as though Cynewulf 
did not exist, entirely misses the point of the very signatures that identify him for the sake of 
remembrance and prayer.  I do not suggest that we wholly take Cynewulf at his word—for 
example, that he was necessarily an old man when writing Elene, as that poem’s epilogue 
suggests
26—but given what is at stake eternally if Cynewulf were not remembered as he hopes to 
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be, it would be a mistake to assume that he and his requests were mere conventions or authorial 
posturing.  As Godlove remarks, “The name ‘Cynewulf’ may not designate an unchanging, 
unified authorial consciousness to us, but in the economy of Christian belief, there is no distance 
between the person called ‘Cynewulf’ and the soul of the man who composed these four signed 
poems.”27  If we are to take seriously the implicit and explicit requests for prayer and 
remembrance of this named individual, then “Cynewulf” must first be considered more than a 
mere fiction.  
Taking as a starting point Cynewulf’s personhood and the gravity of his end-of-life 
concerns, this chapter explores the broader implications of the concept of the written word in 
Cynewulf’s poems with respect to his ruminations on death and the arrangement of his name in 
the epilogues.  It is my contention that these themes of mortality and the afterlife prompt and, in 
fact, precipitate Cynewulf’s use of writing and his interwoven signatures: it is no coincidence 
that the sections of the poems containing the most explicit textual references and the runic 
signatures are all uniformly concerned with human transience, death, and judgment before God.  
In particular, I will suggest reading the runic letters of Cynewulf’s name through the lens of the 
medieval Latin grammarians’ word-as-body analogy and, more broadly, how Cynewulf’s 
treatment of the concept of writing in these four poems offers us a view of how writing is related 
to remembrance in Anglo-Saxon England.  
 
Cynewulf’s Use of Runes  
 Cynewulf’s choice of runic letters to spell out his name carries with it important 
implications regarding the function of the written medium in these four poems.  Regarding the 
runes making up the Pater Noster in Solomon and Saturn (I), Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe 
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remarks that the appearance of these “esoteric, powerful characters” effectively “adds another 
stratum to the meaning of the poem.”28  While the magical or pagan quality of runes is often 
assumed to be ubiquitous by modern scholars, such a view is held as suspect by critics such as R. 
I. Page, who notes that “English sources give little support to the theory” that there is “an 
intimate link between runes and supernatural powers.”29  Their appearance in manuscript, 
however, perhaps evoked for Anglo-Saxon readers some sense of their more common, 
epigraphic use on Christian gravestones and name-stones.
30
  But there is also a deeper 
significance to Cynewulf’s use of these characters beyond simply their function as a traditional 
script for gravestones or memorials: unlike roman characters, runes embed multiple meanings in 
a written text by functioning as both alphabetic letters and words in their own right.  Oliver J. H. 
Grosz touches on this aspect of Cynewulf’s signature in his discussion of Christ II, noting that  
[…] runes force the reader to recognize the symbolic aspect of writing.  Letters or 
runes mean nothing in themselves but only as they are interpreted.  The runes, 
then, simply contribute to the major drive of the poem to move the audience 
toward the symbolic interpretation of the signs.  Most important of all, the runes 
are symbolic on several levels.  Their names correspond to Old English words, 
but considered in this way, they have only ‘literal’ meaning.  However, when the 
runes are taken together as letters, they symbolize the spirit of the poet himself 
and suggest the concern for the salvation of the spirit which all men should 
share.
31
 
 
Grosz’s interpretation suits his discussion of the figurative meaning of the whole of Christ II, and 
the ways in which the text encourages the reader’s intellectual “ascension” to discover truth 
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 Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe, Visible Song: Transitional Literacy in Old English Verse (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990), 58.  
29
 Page, Introduction to English Runes, 105.  Robert DiNapoli holds a similar view: “Apart from commemorative 
inscriptions on stones and wrought artefacts, little direct evidence exists for the use of runes in Anglo-Saxon 
England outside the manuscript tradition.  Whatever the early Anglo-Saxons might have done with their runes, the 
memory of their practice appears not to have survived the swift rise of Christian belief and ideology.”  “Odd 
Characters: Runes in Old English Poetry,” in Verbal Encounters: Anglo-Saxon and Old Norse Studies for Roberta 
Frank, ed. Antonina Harbus and Russell Poole (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 146.  
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beyond literal meanings.
32
  Rather than seeing the runes as a casual game of wordplay, Grosz 
views them as integral to understanding the spiritual and figurative meaning entrenched in 
Cynewulf’s poetry.  This reading begins to suggest that the runes represent neither simply their 
respective literal meanings, nor collectively just the name “Cynewulf,” but that they actually 
“symbolize the spirit of the poet himself.”  On the one hand, I agree with Grosz that the double-
meaning of the runes, which is also exploited to less serious ends by Anglo-Saxon riddle writers, 
gives the runes an even more defined function within Cynewulf’s epilogues.  On the other hand, 
however, Grosz’s statement that the runes symbolize Cynewulf’s “spirit” stops short of the 
broader implications of this word as a signifier of the person of Cynewulf and misses the 
linguistic support for such a reading in early medieval approaches to the written word.   
 The possibility of the runes’ multiple signification requires the reader to contemplate 
what writing can do, leading to a consideration of the broader grammatical and theological 
significance of CYN(E)WULF as a reassembled word.  I argue that Cynewulf’s treatment of the 
written word of his name discloses an approach to writing that echoes the linguistic analogies 
relating the word to the human body and the meaning to the soul found in a number of Latin 
grammars and treatises that were widespread in Cynewulf’s day and perhaps formed part of his 
own education.  Read in this way, the runes are not so much symbols of the poet’s “spirit” as 
they are the earthly, physical embodiment of the poet, put down in recognition that the soul will 
be far away while the written text remains for readers.  This additional layer of meaning for the 
runes is plausible through the consideration of the word-as-body analogy, which provides a 
theological perspective on the broken form and reassembly of the word CYN(E)WULF in these 
poetic epilogues.  
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The Word-as-Body Analogy in Medieval Latin Grammar 
Cynewulf is thought to have lived in an Anglian region in the ninth century, though some 
have argued for his working as early as the eighth century and as late as the tenth.
33
  While the 
dearth of information about when and where he was educated and where he composed his poems 
makes it impossible to pinpoint any booklist or library to which he would have had access, we 
know from Cynewulf’s corpus of poetry that he was a learned individual.  Remarking on the 
“commitment to book learning” in Cynewulf’s particular use of Latin works, Earl R. Anderson 
observes that “Through his integration of concepts and details from various sources, he displays 
an intellectual maturity that bears witness to extensive reading.  His love of learning reflects the 
Benedictine concept of education and of the collection and care of books as a monastic function 
[...].”34  Cynewulf’s known compositions are all in the vernacular, but his familiarity with Latin 
sources suggests that he had at least an elementary introduction to Latin and is likely to have 
encountered one of the many grammatical treatises that were well known in Anglo-Saxon 
England.  Helmut Gneuss lists a number these works, including “the grammars of Audax, 
Charisius, Consentius, Diomedes, Donatus (both Artes), Eutyches, Phocas and Priscian, the 
commentaries on Donatus of Pompeius, Servius and Sergius, and Isidore’s Etymologiae.”35  
Certainly, Cynewulf’s familiarity with the form of Latinate acrostics, anagrams, and wordplay 
suggests that he was likely exposed to many of the concepts within these Latin grammars, which 
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themselves show how the word (uerbum, uox) would have been understood by a learned Anglo-
Saxon.
36
   
  In several grammatical texts known in the early medieval period, the primary analogy 
used in discussing the nature of the written word is the nature of man—often the familiarity of 
the latter was used to help students of Latin understand the complexity of the former.  Vivien 
Law remarks that, “from Augustine on, many a thinker has drawn a parallel between the division 
of man into soul and body, and that of language into meaning and sound.”37  Because the body 
was associated with evil and viewed as an “obstacle to salvation,” Law explains,  
Medieval scorn for the flesh finds its linguistic counterpart in the reluctance to 
focus on the “physical” aspects of language—sounds and sound-systems, word 
formation and inflection. [...]  What fascinated medieval scholars was the 
meaningful aspect of language, that zone where the word seems tantalizingly to 
hint at the Word which was the goal of all their intellectual endeavour.
38
 
 
Words held power by ultimately gesturing toward the Word; grammar was thus a gateway 
between the corporeal realm of orthography and pronunciation to the incorporeal realm of 
meaning and interpretation.  Such analogies effectively justified the work of Christian 
grammarians, whose occupation with language and linguistics could be shown to have a spiritual 
counterpart.
39
  This connection between the word and the human body, in particular, thus 
provides a sense of the significance of the written word with regard to the spiritual fate of 
mankind: if the word is tied to the body and its meaning to the soul, then the written word itself 
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has a direct connection to that immortal part of man after death has overtaken the body.  Before 
discussing the implications of this analogy with respect to Cynewulf’s runes, we will first 
explore a couple of examples from grammars and related texts that were known in Anglo-Saxon 
England, working from the premise that an educated Anglo-Saxon such as Cynewulf might have 
encountered, if not these exact works, then certainly the elementary grammatical concepts they 
contain.  
 Among the grammars in which the word-as-body analogy is found is Priscian’s 
Institutiones Grammaticae, which was known to such learned figures in Anglo-Saxon England 
as Aldhelm, Bede, and Byrhtferth.
40
  Priscian takes up the analogy in his comparison of the 
division of the alphabet into consonants and vowels with the soul and body that make up a 
man.
41
  We also find the word-as-body analogy used regarding articulate speech, which is framed 
in the Excerptiones de Prisciano, the source text for Ælfric’s late tenth-century Grammar,42 on 
the basis of their “natural” likeness:   
Littere autem etiam elementorum uocabulo nuncupantur ad similitudinem 
elementorum mundi.  Sicut enim illa coeuntia omne perficiunt corpus, sic etiam 
he coniuncte litteralem uocem quasi corpus aliquod componunt uel magis uere 
corpus.  Nam si aer corpus est, et uox, que ex aere icto constat, corpus esse 
ostenditur, quippe cum et tangit aurem et tripertito diuiditur, quod est suum 
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corporis, hoc est in altitudinem et latitudinem et longitudinem, unde ex omni parte 
potest audiri.
43
 
 
[Yet again, letters are called after the word “elements” because of similarity with 
the natural elements.  Just as a combination of all those makes up a complete 
body, so do these when joined together make an utterance that can be expressed in 
letters, almost as a type of body—or rather as an actual body.  For if air is a body, 
then the sound of speech, consisting of air that is struck, is shown to be a body 
also.  Indeed it both affects the ear and has a three-fold division (which is a 
hallmark of a physical body): height, breadth, and length; and because of this it 
can be heard in all directions.] 
 
What is being compared in the Excerptiones is the earth-bound aspects of language, including 
pronunciation and syllabic division, and the physical body of man, which shares its features of 
having the dimensions of height, breadth, and length.  The word is a combination of letters, 
defined in the Excerptiones as “uox, que scribe potest indiuidua” [an indivisible sound that can 
be written].
44
  These physical elements—that which can be seen, heard, and otherwise sensed—
are thus separate from meaning, the incorporeal element of the word.  
 A similar analogy between the earth-bound body and the physical aspects of language is 
found in Augustine’s De quantitate animae, a treatise on the measure of the soul that is 
structured as a conversation between Augustine and Evodius.
45
  In this particular section, 
Augustine asks:  
Cum ergo nomen
46
 ipsum sono et significatione constet, sonus autem ad aures, 
significatio ad mentem pertineat; nonne arbitraris in nomine, uelut in aliquo 
animante, sonum esse corpus, significationem autem quasi animam soni?
47
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[Since, therefore, the word consists of sound and meaning, and sound pertains to 
the ears but meaning pertains to the mind, don’t you think that in the word, just as 
in any living creature, the sound is the body but the meaning is the soul of the 
sound, as it were?] 
 
Augustine’s leading question likens the body to the physical articulation of a word through 
speech and hearing, and its literal signification (significatio) to the soul because it, unlike 
pronunciation, pertains to the incorporeal understanding of the mind.  And although Augustine’s 
reference here is specifically to the spoken word, his point is that the word is inherently physical, 
even tied to the body in its pronunciation and aural reception, while the soul is linked with the 
aspect of language that exists apart from physical facilitation.  Like the soul, the meaning of the 
word continues to exist even after the physical reverberations of the voice—or, for that matter, 
the speaker himself—have passed away.  
 
The Word-as-Body Analogy in the Poetry of Cynewulf 
 The word-as-body analogy offers a framework for understanding Cynewulf’s name as a 
word in the contemporary sense of that concept, which has both grammatical and metaphysical 
significance.  By using runes, which require both a literal and symbolic reading in order to 
understand them as words in themselves and as the elements of CYN(E)WULF, Cynewulf 
deliberately invites the reader to consider the concept of the written word on a number of 
different levels.  In so doing, he does not merely evoke the double-meanings and wordplay of the 
Anglo-Saxon riddles, but draws on the educated Anglo-Saxon reader’s grammatical background 
to direct him toward familiar linguistic theories of what a word is, to what it is analogous, and 
the layers of signification imbedded in its written form.  Cynewulf exploits these linguistic 
possibilities in the form and context of his signature, using the separated letters as an illustration 
of his epilogues’ themes of death, salvation, and remembrance.  
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 Our first indication that the word-as-body analogy maps onto the epilogues is Cynewulf’s 
explicit use of the same bipartite division of man into a physical body and intangible soul in 
either immediate or near proximity to the lines containing the broken word of his name in three 
of the four epilogues.  The dual nature of man is of course a medieval commonplace, and was of 
particular interest to Anglo-Saxon poets, as evidenced in the Old English Soul and Body poems 
that accompany Cynewulf’s signed works in the Exeter Book and the Vercelli Book.48  But 
Cynewulf’s references to soul and body are juxtaposed to his signature, a word that 
conspicuously lacks coherent meaning in the fragmented state he has given it; the reader, who 
must bring coherence and meaning to these letters, is thus given clues to the runes’ additional 
layer of signification as an image of the body.   
 The epilogue of Fates presents perhaps the clearest expressions of the word-as-body 
analogy, beginning with the fear and uncertainty at the parting of body and soul that motivate 
Cynewulf’s request for prayer: 
Nu ic þonne bidde         beorn se ðe lufige  
þysses giddes begang         þæt he geomrum me  
þone halgan heap         helpe bidde,    
friðes ond fultomes.  Hu, ic freonda beþearf  
liðra on lade,         þonne ic sceal langne ham,  
eardwic uncuð,         ana gesecan,  
lætan me on laste         lic, eorðan dæl,  
wælreaf wunigean         weormum to hroðre.   
Her mæg findan         foreþances gleaw,  
se ðe hine lysteð         leoðgiddunga,  
hwa þas fitte fegde.    þær on ende standeþ, 
eorlas þæs on eorðan brucaþ.         Ne moton hie awa ætsomne,  
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woruldwunigende;  sceal gedreosan,     
 on eðle,         æfter tohreosan  
læne lices frætwa,  efne swa  toglideð. 
Þonne  ond  cræftes neosað 
nihtes nearowe,  on him   ligeð, 
cyninges þeodom.  Nu ðu cunnon miht      
hwa on þam wordum  wæs werum oncyðig. 
Sie þæs gemyndig,         mann se ðe lufige  
þisses galdres begang,         þæt he geoce me  
ond frofre fricle.  Ic sceall feor heonan,  
an elles forð,         eardes neosan,              
sið asettan,         nat ic sylfa hwær,  
of þisse worulde.         Wic sindon uncuð,  
eard ond eðel,         swa bið ælcum menn  
nemþe he godcundes         gastes bruce. 
Ah utu we þe geornor   to gode cleopigan,       
sendan usse bene        on þa beorhtan gesceaft,  
þæt we þæs botles  brucan motan,  
hames in hehðo,        þær is hihta mæst,  
þær cyning engla  clænum gildeð 
lean unhwilen.       Nu a his lof standeð,             
mycel ond mære,  ond his miht seomaþ, 
ece ond edgiong,      ofer ealle gesceaft.  Finit.
49
  
 
[Now then I ask the one who loves the course of this song that he ask the holy 
band for help for sorrowful me, for protection and support.  Indeed, I shall need 
gracious friends on the journey, when the far home, unknown dwelling, I must 
seek alone, and leave behind me the body—the portion of earth, the slaughter-
spoil—to remain as a benefit to worms.  Here may one wise of forethought, who 
takes pleasure in verse, find who composed this poem. (F) stands at the end, men 
enjoy this on earth.  They may not always be together, earth-dwellers.  (W) must 
perish, (U) on the earth afterward must decay, the fleeting adornment of the body, 
just as (L) vanishes.  Then (C) and (Y) make use of skill in the straits of night, in 
him (N) lies, the thralldom of the King.  Now you may know who in these words 
was revealed to men.  May he be mindful of this, the one who loves the course of 
this song, that he seek help and consolation for me.  Far away hence, I shall 
search out, alone, another place, take a journey—I know not myself where—from 
this world.  The places are unknown, land and home, so it is for every man, unless 
he possesses a godly spirit.  But let us more eagerly call out to God and send our 
petitions in that bright creation, that we may enjoy that house, dwelling place in 
the heights, where the greatest hope is, where the King of angels gives to the pure 
an unending reward.  Now and always his glory stands, great in fame, and his 
might shall endure, eternal and ever-renewed throughout all creation.  Finit.] 
                                                 
49
 Cynewulf, Fates, lines 88–122.  All citations of Fates refer to the ASPR edition: ASPR 2, 51–54. 
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Cynewulf’s consideration of his death in this passage takes as a given that the body and soul are 
distinct halves of his person.  Starting in line 91, Cynewulf specifically laments his own death, 
noting his need for gracious friends when his soul journeys away from his body; his soul goes on 
to a faraway place, an “eardwic uncuð” [unknown dwelling], while his body, the earth-bound 
aspect of himself, returns to the earth.  Then, following the lines containing the jumbled letters of 
his name, Cynewulf reiterates this uncertainty in the often criticized “double-epilogue” of Fates 
that starts in line 107: once again Cynewulf notes the distance to his destination which is “feor 
heonan” [far away hence] as well as his ignorance about it—“nat ic sylfa hwær […] Wic sindon 
uncuð” [I know not myself where.…The places are unknown]—and his solitude in this journey.  
The first-person pronoun “I” is taken here to mean the soul, as it journeys away from earth, 
further illustrating the separation from the body he has left behind in the grave.  On one level, 
this passage of the epilogue establishes a clear difference between Cynewulf’s fate and that of 
the twelve apostles in the main narrative of Fates: Cynewulf shows that his fear and uncertainty 
are the reason for his request for prayer, which stands in stark contrast to the apostles described 
as going forth “þriste”50 [boldly] and “stiðmod”51 [stout-hearted] in the face of death, and whose 
destination—“swegle dreamas, / beorhtne boldwelan”52 [the joys of heaven, bright splendid 
dwelling]—is stated with certainty.53  Cynewulf’s far less glorious end is a lonely journey to an 
“unknown dwelling” with his body left behind as worm food.  He must rely on readers who are 
impressed by “þysses giddes begang” [the course of this song] to pray to the apostles for his 
safety and refuge.  But what is critical to note here is the structure of the epilogue around the 
                                                 
50
 Ibid., line 50b.  
51
 Ibid., line 72b.  
52
 Ibid., lines 32b–33a.  
53
 As Robert C. Rice remarks, “The uncertainty of the poet’s fate is a prominent feature of the Fates epilogue, in 
striking contrast to the certainty of the apostle’s salvation.”  “The Penitential Motif in Cynewulf’s Fates of the 
Apostles and in His Epilogues,” ASE 6 (1977): 110.  
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signature: the references to the division of body and soul in the double-epilogue of Fates not 
only mirror one another, but bracket the very section in which the reader must interpret and 
rearrange the scattered letters of Cynewulf’s name.  Cynewulf has placed this broken-up word 
into the center of two explicit references to body and soul that invoke the same dichotomy of the 
earth-bound body and the eternal soul as the grammatical analogy.   
 A strikingly similar juxtaposition occurs in Juliana, echoing many of the themes and 
images found in the epilogue of Fates and also containing explicit allusions to body and soul 
both before and after the runic signature.
54
  In expressing his need for Juliana’s help at the start 
of the epilogue, Cynewulf offers a lengthy description of his moment of death, which is when 
“me gedælað deorast ealra, / sibbe toslitað sinhiwan tu, / micle modlufan” 55 [the dearest of all to 
me are separated, severed kinship, the wedded couple, great spirit of love].  To clarify exactly 
what has been separated, the next line states, “Min sceal of lice / sawul on siðfæt,”56 [My soul 
must go from my body on a journey] and Cynewulf goes on to describe this unknown journey 
toward judgment.  This description is immediately followed by the passage containing the runes 
(lines 704b–709a), and then in 709b, Cynewulf returns to first-person discourse with a second 
                                                 
54
 In Juliana, Cynewulf expresses this fear and ignorance about his death using language from earlier in the poem 
that is directly associated with the saint herself.  For example, in his petition to Juliana for help at the start of the 
epilogue, Cynewulf describes his own death as the separation of soul and body, the severing of the intimate union of 
this “sinhiwan tu” (line 698), echoing the description of Juliana’s death a few lines earlier: “Đa hyre sawl wearð / 
alæded of lice to þam langan gefean / þurh swerodslege” [Then her soul was led from the body to lasting joy through 
the sword-stroke] (lines 669b–71a).  Cynewulf also describes his soul’s destination as an “eardes uncyðgu” 
[unknown region], on a journey “nat ic sylfa hwider” [I know not myself to where] (lines 701a, 700b), thus 
repeating Juliana’s exhortation to the crowd moments before her beheading that they live rightly: “Forþon ge sylfe 
neton / utgong heonan, ende lifes” [Because you yourselves do not know to where you are going, the ending of life] 
(lines 660b–61).  Calder claims that Cynewulf’s words in this epilogue have the verbal aura of the devil while also 
carefully repeating Juliana’s own diction, and that Cynewulf “clearly intends that he himself should fit midway 
between the poles of the cosmic scheme he has wrought from the bare legend.”  Cynewulf, 102.  I would suggest 
instead that Cynewulf uses Juliana’s language to describe his uncertain fate as a means of stark comparison with 
Juliana’s certain and joyful destination; Cynewulf is not similar to Juliana, but is unlike her to such a degree that in 
death he will need the petition of this saint whom Cynewulf has shown in this poem to have dominion over the 
devils who cause human suffering and death.   
55
 Cynewulf, Juliana, lines 697–99a. All citations of Juliana refer to the ASPR edition: ASPR 3, 113–33. 
56
 Ibid., lines 699b–700a. 
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allusion to body and soul: he describes the shame he will feel at judgment for sins he committed 
“þenden gæst ond lic geador siþedan / onsund on earde”57 [while soul and body traveled 
together, whole on the earth].  Just as in the epilogue of Fates, the two references to body and 
soul, together in life and separated at death, frame the scattered runes in Juliana, suggesting by 
proximity a connection between body and soul and the dismembered word CYNEWULF.   
 Likewise, in the epilogue of Christ II,
58
 in the line that directly follows the passage 
containing his signature, Cynewulf exhorts readers to heed his message using body-soul 
imagery:   
Forþon ic leofra gehwone         læran wille  
þæt he ne agæle         gæstes þearfe,  
ne on gylp geote,         þenden god wille  
þæt he her in worulde         wunian mote,  
somed siþian         sawel in lice, 
in þam gæsthofe.
59
         
 
[Therefore I wish to teach each one of my dear friends that he not hinder the need 
of the soul, nor overwhelm in pride, while God wills that he ought to remain here 
in this world, journey together, the soul in the body, in that lodging place.] 
 
Initiated with one of the “homiletic markers” that Anderson claims is indicative of the structure 
of Christ II and its “reflective” style,60 Cynewulf here refers to the bipartite nature of man as soul 
and body in order to emphasize the fleeting nature of life, with the parting of the two coming—
implicitly—soon at the moment of death.  While less direct than the juxtaposition of the 
signature and the soul-body references in Fates and Juliana, the allusion to body and soul in 
Christ II is nonetheless adjacent to Cynewulf’s signature and the two passages are rhetorically 
linked through the word “Forþon” in line 815 at the start of Cynewulf’s exhortation, which refers 
                                                 
57
 Ibid., lines 714–15a. 
58
 Although, unlike the other three epilogues, the epilogue of Elene contains no explicit reference to the union or 
division of body and soul adjacent to Cynewulf’s signature, both concepts are invoked in Cynewulf’s list of 
consequences of his encounter with the mægencyning, as he describes the physiological effects of his conversion and 
God’s gift of learning.  See below, pages 138–40.  
59
 Cynewulf, Christ II, lines 815–20a.  All citations of Christ II refer to the ASPR edition: ASPR 3, 15–27.  
60
 See Anderson, Cynewulf, 48–49. 
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back to the signature passage.  Indeed, his warning about the parting of body and soul comes 
fewer than a dozen lines after the final rune of his name, suggesting once again a link between 
the concepts of the soul and body and the dismembered word imbedded in the text.  Moreover, 
this passage uses the temporality of the union of body and soul to urge readers—who are 
implicitly the beloved ones whom Cynewulf aims to “læran” [teach] with his poem—to reflect 
on their lives while there is still time.  Because this passage is couched in ruminations on God’s 
swift and fiery adjudication, readers are forced to consider the exigency of this union within 
themselves and thus acknowledge their brief opportunity for repentance before judgment.
61
  This 
reference to body and soul thus reflects back on the broken signature: the letters of Cynewulf’s 
name, both in Christ II and in Juliana, are situated in the Last Judgment, just as Cynewulf 
himself must account for himself on that day.  His disassembled name, therefore, illustrates his 
own identity, broken by sins committed in the body, as he stands before the Judge.
62
  
 Martin Irvine has noted that in his runic signatures Cynewulf “calls attention to the 
procedures for reading, the interpretation of signs, and writing.  Cynewulf supplies clear marks 
of the culture instituted by grammatica and reveals an important feature of the textuality of Old 
                                                 
61
 Particularly in the case of Christ II, given its homiletic overtones in the epilogue, the reader’s reassembly of the 
runic signature could be said to have a pastoral function: Cynewulf’s situation is the situation of all Christians, 
which perhaps explains why the lines that contain the runes of his name use the third-person to describe scenes of 
death and judgment.  In this way, puzzling out the poet’s name from the runes is far more than simple wordplay; it is 
an exercise designed to pique the interest of the reader by drawing him into a participatory role, which benefits both 
Cynewulf—through the readers’ remembrance and prayers—and the reader himself.  By taking part in the meaning-
making required by these scattered letters of Cynewulf’s name, the reader is able to internalize this message and 
picture the spiritual reality of wholeness that Cynewulf, like each Christian, anticipates.  Thornbury discusses the 
reader’s participation in judging and being judged in Becoming a Poet, 121–28; she remarks that “As a fellow object 
of judgment, the reader is thus made even more integral to the poet’s enterprise; he becomes part of a cycle of prayer 
which must extend beyond the death of both.”  Ibid., 123.  
62
 While the runological evidence does not support K. Sisam’s reading of the grouped runes in Juliana as standing in 
metonymically each time for Cynewulf’s whole name (see above, page 115 n. 5), I would suggest that the word qua 
body analogy makes it possible to read the runes in all four epilogues as ideological “parts” of Cynewulf himself, 
given their function as elements of the word CYN(E)WULF.  With the consistent third-person voice of the lines in 
which the runes appear, the parallels in their content with Cynewulf’s concerns about his own fate—in addition to 
the rather obvious fact that these runes spell a word that refers to him directly—lend credence to the notion that 
when Cynewulf writes in Juliana, “ cwacað” [(C) trembles] while awaiting judgment, he imagines himself 
trembling before God.  
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English poems.”63  Perhaps nowhere in Cynewulf’s poetry are these procedures clearer than in 
the epilogue of Fates, in which Cynewulf offers a direct clue to consider his words, and the word 
of his name in particular, from this grammatical perspective.  His initial signpost for the 
signature in line 98a states that here one may find “hwa þas fitte fegde” [who composed this 
poem].  The Old English fegan can mean “to put together, join, or unite,” but it also has the 
grammatical sense of composition and compounding, and forms of fegan are therefore frequently 
found in Anglo-Saxon grammars, including those by Ælfric.
64
  Cynewulf is here using a 
grammatical term to refer to what he has done, and is effectively suggesting that the reader do 
the same—to join together discrete textual elements into a unified whole.  The word fegan, 
however, has another sense in Old English that is relevant to Cynewulf’s usage: the knitting 
together of a physical edifice or structure, including the human body.
65
  One example of this use 
of fegan is in Ælfric’s translation of the Maccabees: the mother of the seven brothers who are 
tortured for refusing to eat forbidden meat says to her children,  
Ne fegde ic eowre lima, ne ic eow lif ne forgeaf, ac middan-eardes scyppend eow 
sealde gast and lif and he eft eow for-gifð þæt ece lif mid him swa swa ge nu 
syllað eow sylfe for his æ.
66
  
 
[I did not join together your limbs, nor did I give you life, but the world’s Creator 
gave you your life and spirit, and He will give you the eternal life with Him, even 
as you now offer yourselves for his law].  
 
The word fegde here is used in the physical sense of the body being knitted together in a 
mother’s womb, an act that this mother attributes—along with the giving of life—to God.67  It is 
                                                 
63
 Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture, 440. 
64
 See DOE, s.v. fēgan, esp. 1, and s.v. fēging.  For a discussion of the vocabulary of compounding, including 
Ælfric’s particular usage, see Don Chapman, “Composing and Joining: How the Anglo-Saxons Talked about 
Compounding,” in Verbal Encounters, 39–54.   
65
 See also DOE, s.v. gefēgan, esp. 1(a). 
66
 Ælfric’s Lives of Saints, ed. and trans. Walter W. Skeat, 4 vols., EETS, o.s., 76, 82, 94, 114 (London: Trübner, 
1881–1900; repr. in 2 vols., 1966), II, 76.  
67
 A similar use of fegan as a term related to the body and body parts is evoked in the use of gefegednyss as a gloss 
for the Latin conpago in “Ymnus ad Nocturnam” (Hymn 3) of the Durham Hymnal; see The Hymns of the Anglo-
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in this additional sense that I suggest we take Cynewulf’s use of fegde in the epilogue of Fates: 
he has composed this poem, pieced together its disparate parts, and now the reader must do 
precisely that with the letters that immediately follow this verb; the very next character after 
fegde in Fates is, after all, the F-rune.  The reader is thus tipped off to the grammatical sense of 
fegan as well as the physical sense of joining together parts of a body, represented in the text by 
the scattered letters that need to be re-composed into a whole “body” to be understood fully by 
the reader. 
 This dual sense of letters as both parts of words and parts of bodies raises the possibility 
that the word leoðgiddunga in the line just before fegde in Fates is also a play on words, since 
the Old English word lēoð, “poem,” is a near homonym of the compounding form leoðu- of lið, 
“limb of the body.”  Given its proximity to Cynewulf’s signature, this word perhaps can be read 
as suggesting a connection between Cynewulf’s text and the fragmented “limbs” of his name that 
follow.  There is also a similar compound in the epilogue of Elene just seven lines before the first 
rune of the signature: as Cynewulf describes his conversion experience, he recalls that he was 
sin-stained and sorrowful until he was given the gift of learning from God, which   
  […] on gemynd begeat,  
torht ontynde,         tidum gerymde,  
bancofan onband,         breostlocan onwand,  
leoðucræft onleac         þæs ic lustum breac,  
willum in worlde.
68
  
 
                                                                                                                                                             
Saxon Church: A Study and Edition of the “Durham Hymnal,” ed. and trans. Inge B. Milfull (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996).  The Old English gloss of verse VI reads, “þæt ful ne sy oþþe slipor 
gefegednyss ures lichoman þurh þa hylle on fyrum we selfe beoð forswælede teartlicor.”  Ibid., 116.  The phrase 
“gefegednyss ures lichoman” in this hymn may be translated as “the binding together of our bodies,” suggesting that 
the lust and sin mentioned at the end of the previous verse threaten to loose the very bindings of the body through 
hellfire. 
68
 Cynewulf, Elene, lines 1247b–1251a.  Here I follow the punctuation in Elene, ed. P. O. E. Gradon (Exeter: Exeter 
University Press, 1977), 72.  Unless otherwise noted, all citations of Elene refer to the ASPR edition: ASPR 2, 66–
102. 
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[poured into the mind, disclosed the brightness, at times extended, unbound the 
bone-coffer [body], unwound the breast-lock [soul], unlocked the poetic craft(?), 
which I cultivated with pleasure, with joy in the world.] 
 
The last phrase of this series, “leoðucræft onleac,” is consistently translated with reference to 
poetry.
69
  But given the use of the compounding form leoðu-, it could also be translated with 
reference to the physical body, particularly since the other two items in this list—“bone-coffer” 
and “breast-lock”—use undeniably physical imagery.70  Whereas the Old English lēoþcræft 
means “skill with poetry,” leoþucræft should properly mean “skill or agility with limbs,” as it 
does in Beowulf  2769 and The Gifts of Men 29a, and similarly, leoþucræftig, “agile,” in Phoenix 
268.
71
  I would thus suggest that we read Cynewulf’s use of leoðucræft in Elene as a play on 
words indicating a connection between the body and writing that almost immediately precedes 
the insertion of Cynewulf’s name in runes.  The connection to writing is undeniable: Cynewulf 
is, after all, recounting in this epilogue how he came to compose a poem about the True Cross. 
He here links this act of composition with the effects of conversion, which are described in 
figures of speech directly related to parts of the body.  Read as a play on words, then, 
Cynewulf’s leoðucræft is tied to both the wordcræftum he exercises in composing this poem and 
the bodily metaphors with which leoðucræft is grouped in the epilogue.  Since Cynewulf is quite 
clearly manipulating language in order to integrate his name into the poetic lines that follow, 
leoðucræft can be regarded as a pun that associates his skill with words and the bodily effects of 
                                                 
69
See Bosworth-Toller, s.vv. leoþcræft, “the art of poetry,” and leoþucræft, “bodily skill”; see also Gradon’s edition 
of Elene, in which leoðucræft is glossed as “art of poetry?  skill?”  Elene, ed. Gradon, 102.   
70
 The insertion of the “u” may be a result of scribal error since leoðucræft was perhaps a familiar term.  With 
leoðucræft in place, however, this line scans as a regular Type E, so we cannot assume outright that lēoðcræft 
“poetic skill” was intended here instead.  (I would like to thank R. D. Fulk and Thomas A. Bredehoft for responding 
to my queries about the meter of this line.)  Of course, to the extent that Cynewulf thought of poetry as a written art, 
his lēoðcræft would have been a kind of leoðucræft.  Cynewulf’s propensity for puns has been explored by 
Samantha Zacher, “Cynewulf at the Interface of Literacy and Orality: The Evidence of Puns in Elene,” Oral 
Tradition 17.2 (2002): 346–87.   
71
 G. P. Krapp notes a straightforward reading of leoðucræft as related to the body: he notes that both Holthausen 
and Cook suggest the emendation lēoðcræft, but that “in his text Holthausen retains leoðucræft, ‘Gliederkraft.’  The 
context requires this meaning, and the first element of the word is therefore probably not the same as in leoðorune, 
line 522.”  ASPR 2, 150.   
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conversion,
72
 such that the reader may understand Cynewulf’s name as at once a word and a 
figure of his body.    
 Cynewulf exploits the multiple meanings of runic letters to achieve his purpose in each 
epilogue, with the runes at once signifying individual symbolic meanings and possessing value 
as letters that collectively spell CYN(E)WULF.  Read against the backdrop of mortality and 
judgment in the epilogues, an even further figurative reading of these runes is in order: if these 
letters are taken as elements of the word qua body, then both their fragmented form in these 
epilogues and the reader’s act of reassembling them into a whole word take on new meaning.  
Each epilogue makes clear that, in both death and judgment, the human form is imagined as 
broken, rotting in the grave and, even in life, wrecked by sinful deeds: Cynewulf explicitly 
describes his body as “eorðan dæl, / wælreaf” [the portion of the earth, slaughter-spoil] that will 
be “weormum to hroðre” 73 [a benefit to worms] and time and again acknowledges the 
consequences for his earthly conduct, lamenting, “Ic þæs brogan sceal / geseon synwræce”74 [I 
shall see that terror, the punishment for sin].  Moreover, each set of lines containing the runes 
presents the flesh as inherently mutable and degenerate, both fleeting in its youthfulness and 
acting as the sinful conduit for man’s works.  Thus, read as a correlative of the body, the 
separated and even disarranged runes of the word CYN(E)WULF can be read as a figure of the 
disorderly and fragmented human body—specifically Cynewulf’s own body—both in a living 
state of sin and moldering in the grave after death.  Like the sinful man and the decayed body, 
Cynewulf’s signature is literally shattered, the interweaving of individual letters functioning as a 
                                                 
72
 The “bodily effects of conversion” could also include here the act of writing as monastic labor, which was an 
intensely physical practice for early medieval monks.  
73
 Cynewulf, Fates, lines 94b–95a, 95b.  This gruesome image of the corpse consumed by worms has a parallel in 
both of the Soul and Body poems, in which the description of the worm-eaten body is part of the damned soul’s 
lengthy explication of the punishment that awaits in “hellegrund” (line 103a). 
74
 Cynewulf, Christ II, lines 793b–94a.  
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reduction, in both a physical and a grammatical sense, to an atomic level.
75
  CYN(E)WULF is 
broken down to an elemental form, each rune separated, by pointing if not whole lines of text, 
from those next to it, reflecting the figurative brokenness and disassembly of Cynewulf himself.  
 The scattered letters were not, however, meant to remain thus, as the reader is engaged—
and in Fates, petitioned explicitly—in the re-composition of this word.  As Thornbury puts it, 
“Intercessory prayer thus becomes a direct result of literary interpretation, since the reader must 
have both deciphered the runic anagram and ‘loved the song’s course’.  […] The device of the 
runes entices the readership to invest their energies in recalling Cynewulf’s name from oblivion 
[…].”76  That Cynewulf designed his signature in such a way that requires readers to tease his 
name letter by letter from the text is itself significant.  More than a mere intellectual exercise, the 
reader’s interaction with the runes is one of figurative reassembly, literally putting 
CYN(E)WULF together in order to make the man, Cynewulf, whole through prayer.
77
  This act 
                                                 
75
 All citations of Isidore’s Etymologiae refer to W. M. Lindsay, ed., Isidori Hispalensis Episcopi Etymologiarum 
sive originum libri XX, 2 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1911).  In Etymologiae XIII.ii.4, Isidore compares 
letters to atoms, since neither are themselves divisible: “nam orationem dividis in verba, verba in syllabas, syllabam 
in litteras.  Littera, pars minima, atomus est, nec dividi potest” [for speech is divided into words, words into 
syllables, and syllables into letters.  The letter, the smallest part, is an atom and cannot be divided].  Regarding the 
atomic likeness of letters, Irvine remarks that “Letters are therefore the atoms of discourse and memory, the 
irreducible medium of knowledge.”  The Making of Textual Culture, 215.  This perspective is certainly relevant to 
the treatment of word and memory by Cynewulf, whose desire is to be remembered by readers and, ultimately, by 
God.  
76
 Thornbury, Becoming a Poet, 123, 128. 
77
 Cynewulf’s hope in succor after death is consistent with the evidence for the practice of praying for the dead 
across the Anglo-Saxon period.  Dating from the 720s, Bede’s Homily I.2 includes the statement that those who 
were polluted by evils “went out from the body after death to be severely chastised, and were seized by the flames of 
the fire of purgatory.  They are either made clean from the stains of their vices in their long ordeal up until judgment 
day, or, on the other hand, if they are absolved from their penalties by the petitions, almsgivings, fasting, weeping 
and oblation of the saving sacrificial offering by their faithful friends, they may come earlier to the rest of the 
blessed.”  See Bede, Homilies on the Gospels, trans. Lawrence T. Martin and David Hurst, 2 vols. (Kalamazoo, MI: 
Cistercian Publications, 1991), I, 17.  Bede provides a similar example in his Historia when describing the vision of 
Dryhthelm; Dryhthelm’s guide explains the circumstances of the souls they witness in a purgatory-like state: 
“Multos autem preces uiuentium et elimosynae et ieiunia et maxime celebratio missarum, ut etiam ante diem iudicii 
liberentur, adiuuant” [and the prayers of those who are still alive, their alms and fastings and specially the 
celebration of masses, help many of them to get free even before the day of judgment].  Bede, HE V.12 (C&M, 494–
95).  The hope in prayers for the dead is also found at the end of the Anglo-Saxon period in the so-called “Prayer 
against Sudden Death,” preserved in the Portiforium of St Wulfstan, vol. 2, ed. Anselm Hughes (London: Henry 
Bradshaw Society, 1960), 14: the petitioner of this prayer asks that God would “me gehelpe 7 ealra minra freonda 7 
maga 7 eallra ðæra þe to minre gebedræddene ðencað 7 hihtað libbendra 7 forðgewitenra 7 forgif þam libbendum 
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of reassembly again echoes the linguistic analogy in the correlation between the meaning of a 
word and the soul: the word is, like the body, lifeless without its meaning (soul), which in this 
case is brought to bear by a reader who must grasp the sometimes puzzling arrangement of 
Cynewulf’s runes.  The reader’s understanding of the multiple meanings of the runes in the 
epilogues brings meaning to these scattered letters as a whole word; that is, the word’s meaning 
qua soul gives life to the earthly “body” through bringing the letters back together.  Thus, the 
reader may “give life” to the word CYN(E)WULF—a notion with far-reaching theological 
implications when it comes to prayer for the dead and their salvation.  The reader’s 
comprehension of Cynewulf’s name thus echoes medieval grammarians’ views regarding the 
reception of articulate speech, which “is brought alive by another’s understanding as if with life 
and soul.”78  In understanding this word, Cynewulf’s reader brings meaning to the scattered 
letters, creating a simulacrum of the wholeness that Cynewulf himself anticipates. 
 Read as a figure of Cynewulf’s broken and sinful body, the interwoven letters do not 
simply preserve Cynewulf’s name, but present visually the very concepts to which the epilogues 
themselves refer.  By standing in for Cynewulf himself, the signature perhaps represents 
eschatological events that are alluded to in the epilogues, but not explicitly indicated: in each 
poem, the signature is imbedded in descriptions of bodily death and decomposition, and the 
terror of the Last Judgment, but the intervening event—the resurrection of the dead and the 
soul’s reunion with the body—is never mentioned.  The very absence of this article of faith 
                                                                                                                                                             
gesundfulnesse on þisum life ge on þam towardan” [help me and all my friends and kinsmen and all those—of the 
living and the dead—who expect and hope for my prayer, and give to the living prosperity in this life and in the 
next].  These examples of supplication for the dead demonstrate the efficacy of prayer that Cynewulf himself hoped 
for from his reader.  
78
 From an eleventh-century commentary on Priscian’s Institutiones grammaticae in Barcelona, Archivo de la 
Corona d’Aragon, Ripoll 59, fols. 257v–88v, on fol. 261r, qtd. in Law, Wisdom, Authority and Grammar, 58–59: 
“Just as the human body is composed of its members joined in a firm union, and that body is ruled and governed by 
the rational soul, so too articulate speech is made up of its units, limbs, as it were—speech sounds, syllables and 
words—into a single body, and is brought alive by another’s understanding as if with life and soul.”  
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suggests that the reader’s reassembly of CYN(E)WULF is intended to serve as its figural 
counter, illustrating the reunion of body and soul.
79
  If this word is read as a figure of the body, 
the gathering up and reassembly of its letters represents the contemporary view regarding God’s 
power to resurrect the flesh, regardless of the body’s state of fragmentation or its consumption by 
scavengers.
80
  By asking for prayers as he faces judgment for his previous deeds, Cynewulf 
anticipates this reunion having occurred and demonstrates a likeness of this reassembly of body 
and soul through the puzzle of his signature.   
 
Writing Permanence in the Poetry of Cynewulf 
 Examining the significance of the visual form of Cynewulf’s signatures necessarily 
requires a consideration of the treatment of the written word in these four poems and how the 
text and its readers are imagined.  The frequent references to the poetic process and textual 
sources, as well as each poem’s self-reference as a giedd or sang, indicate that the text is 
conceived of as a thing apart from the author, conveying ideas in the author’s absence.    
Cynewulf clearly imagines his text continuing to petition readers when he “sceal langne ham / 
eardwic uncuð, ana gesecan”; above all, in leaving his name in such a visually conspicuous way, 
Cynewulf reaches out to readers who he assumes will have access to his text long after he has 
passed away.  For this reason, I suggest a further consideration of the self-awareness of the 
written medium, in particular, as part of the discussion of how writing functions in the epilogues 
of Cynewulf’s poems.  For sake of brevity, I will focus this investigation on Fates, in which 
                                                 
79
 Particularly if one translates the Y-rune (yr) as “trumpet” or “horn” instead of the more common “bow,” as 
suggested by Ferdinand Holthausen in “Zu den altenglischen rätseln,” Anglia 35 (1912): 175–77, the imagery of the 
sounding of the horn recalls 1 Thess. 4:15, “For the Lord himself shall come down from heaven with commandment 
and with the voice of an archangel and with the trumpet of God: and the dead who are in Christ shall rise first.”       
80
 Regarding the thematic connection between bodily destruction and resurrection in Anglo-Saxon texts, see J. E. 
Cross, “On the Wanderer Lines 80–84: A Study of a Figure and a Theme,” Vetenskaps-Societetens i Lund Arsbok 
(1959): 77–110.  
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Cynewulf contrasts the certain and glorious fates of the apostles with his own unknown end, 
which is discussed in the epilogue.  In the opening lines of Fates, death is very much on the 
poet’s mind, and the consideration of his own mortality is what draws him to the various fates of 
Christ’s twelve apostles:  
Hwæt! Ic þysne sang         siðgeomor fand  
on seocum sefan,         samnode wide  
hu þa æðelingas         ellen cyðdon,  
torhte ond tireadige.
81
    
 
[Listen!  I, sorrowful about death, devised this song in my sick spirit, drawn 
together from abroad, how the noble men, bright and famous, made known their 
courage.]   
 
Cynewulf finds inspiration for this poem in his own morbid thoughts, which establishes both his 
personal concern for his fate and also his poetic skill at having “samnode wide” this account of 
the deeds and deaths of the twelve apostles.  The reader is made immediately aware of the 
personal origin of “þysne sang”—a theme to which Cynewulf returns in the poetic epilogue—
and only then encounters the brave and glorious deaths of each apostle.  Moreover, the written 
nature of Cynewulf’s “sang” is subtly emphasized in his hinting at his sources; twice in the 
course of relating the apostles’ fates, Cynewulf restates the initial “Hwæt” and follows it with a 
reference to revered texts and learning:  
Hwæt, we eac gehyrdon         be Iohanne  
æglæawe menn         æðelo reccan!
82
 
 
[Listen, we have also heard reckoned from men learned in law about John, noble 
man.] 
 
 
Hwæt, we þæt gehyrdon         þurg halige bec,  
þæt mid Sigelwarum         soð yppe wearð,  
dryhtlic dom godes!
83
      
                                                 
81
 Cynewulf, Fates, lines 1–4a.  
82
 Ibid., lines 23–24.  
83
 Ibid., lines 63–65a.  
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[Listen, we have heard through holy books that among the Ethiopians the truth 
was manifest, the lordly authority of God.] 
 
Through the refrain of “Hwæt,” Cynewulf juxtaposes his own “sang”—introduced after the 
“Hwæt” of the initial line—to the reckoning of learned men and the accounts of holy books.  
These references to reputable sources are typically read as the establishment of the authority of 
Cynewulf’s work.  As Raw remarks regarding such references to “halige bec” in Elene and the 
use of books for Juliana, “For Cynewulf, the authority of the written word was paramount.  
Except in his epilogues he makes little attempt to present his material in any personal way, and 
his conception of his role is always that of the man who makes known what he has learned from 
the writings of others.”84  While textual authority is certainly at work in Fates, I would argue that 
the references to holy books also suggest the nature of Cynewulf’s “sang” as a textual source of 
the same kind: he is distilling the widespread deaths of the twelve apostles for his readers, 
aligning his own text with that of the “æglæawe menn” and “halige bec.”   
 Cynewulf also associates writing and books, in particular, with his fate, his anxiety about 
which is readily apparent in his epilogues.  In Christ II, for instance, which contains the most 
explicit references to written text as the “most scriptural of all Cynewulf’s poems,”85 Cynewulf 
meditates on the authority of written sources, from the books that explicate when the angels wore 
white to those that Cynewulf imagines will condemn him for his sins.  In the case of the latter, 
text is the ultimate source of Cynewulf’s dread: his rumination on the Ascension inspires a 
consideration of Christ’s second coming, including the judgment of sins after Christ’s return:  
   Is þam dome neah  
þæt we gelice sceolon         leanum hleotan,  
swa we widefeorh         weorcum hlodun  
                                                 
84
 Raw, Art and Background, 38.  See also Thornbury’s discussion of Cynewulf’s treatment of books “as active and 
embodied figures” in Becoming a Poet, 128–34.  
85
 Elliott, “Coming back,” 239. 
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geond sidne grund.  Us secgað bec  
hu æt ærestan         eadmod astag  
in middangeard         mægna goldhord,  
in fæmnan fæðm         freobearn godes,  
halig of heahþu.         Huru ic wene me 
ond eac ondræde         dom ðy reþran,  
ðonne eft cymeð         engla þeoden,  
þe ic ne heold teala         þæt me hælend min  
on bocum bibead.         Ic þæs brogan sceal  
geseon synwræce,         þæs þe ic soð talge, 
þær monig beoð         on gemot læded  
fore onsyne         eces deman.
86
 
 
[Judgment is near that we equally shall obtain our reward, as we have earned by 
works over the span of life across the wide earth.  Books tell us how at first the 
treasury of power descended in humility to the earth in the womb of a woman, 
God’s noble son, the holy one from the heights.  Indeed I expect for myself and 
also dread judgment all the harsher because I have not kept well that which my 
Savior commanded in books.  I shall see that terror, the punishment for sin, 
according to what I truly believe, where many are led in a crowd before the face 
of the eternal Judge.] 
 
The impending punishment that Cynewulf specifically fears is for failing to uphold what Christ 
“on bocum bibead.”  The very books to which Cynewulf refers as sources for the nativity also 
condemn him for not living rightly; salvation through Christ’s descent and judgment for sin are 
both delivered from these writings.
87
  Cynewulf’s signature, which begins in the very next line 
following the aforementioned passage, thus reinforces a connection between his own fate and 
written text; starting in line 797, Cynewulf inserts the runes of his name in a lengthy, third-
person description of the fearful state of the world in judgment.  At the center of the lines 
containing his name is a description of the human reaction to these events: “Þær sceal forht 
monig / on þam wongstede werig bidan / hwæt him æfter dædum deman wille / wraþra wita”88 
                                                 
86
 Cynewulf, Christ II, lines 782b–96.  
87
 Calder remarks on the complementary role of the aras [messengers] to these books throughout Christ II, noting 
that they “have been heralds of the Word, proclaimers of the fact of salvation.  Their presence as shields against the 
demons’ arrows directs us to all the words found in books, where Cynewulf believes the ultimate safeguard lies.  
Cynewulf opens the final section on the vision of the Last Judgment with just such a reminder of the protection 
books offer.”  Cynewulf, 70.  
88
 Cynewulf, Christ II, lines 801b–804a. 
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[There must many fearful people wait in that place, accursed, for the horrible punishments that 
would be sentenced to them according to deeds].  Given his trepidation regarding the judgment 
of his deeds, it is clear that by “monig” [many people] Cynewulf implicitly means himself; the 
terror of all humanity, described in the very lines that provide Cynewulf’s name, is crafted as a 
macrocosm of Cynewulf’s own fear.  The signature’s presence in this scene of judgment has 
been read as “a self-imposed penance,”89 but I would suggest that it is not penitential in the sense 
that Cynewulf is simply confessing his sinful deeds; rather, this word, through the 
comprehension and prayers of his readers who reassemble it, is his route to salvation.  Thus, 
while references to written sources do lend credibility to Cynewulf’s own adaptation of his 
sources for Christ II, these textual references also project a sense of permanence in that which is 
written: just as the words of Christ “on bocum bibead” are imagined to survive into eternity as 
the tenet by which all will be judged, so too is Cynewulf’s name written in order to affect his fate 
at Judgment.     
The emphasis on the permanence of text and its implications for Cynewulf’s own fate are 
perhaps clearest in the double-epilogue of Fates, in which the text is conceived of as an object 
that continues to petition readers when Cynewulf himself is gone and most in need of their 
prayers.  In the poet’s absence, the poem itself is left behind to manifest visually his state of 
brokenness and the reader’s aid in petitioning God for mercy.  Indicating clearly that his name 
appears in the lines of this text, he writes that the wise reader “Her mæg findan […] hwa þas fitte 
fegde.”90  Cynewulf has consigned his identity to the written text that is specifically “Her” 
[here], which he anticipates being in the hands of a reader who may mull over the visually 
distinct runes in his text.  Like the epitaphs that inscribe the identity of the one buried Hic [here], 
                                                 
89
 Calder, Cynewulf, 71.  
90
 Cynewulf, Fates, line 98a.  
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Cynewulf’s text is self-consciously positioned as a speaker, always pointing toward itself as the 
vestige of the one it memorializes.
91
  This self-referential textuality continues in the so-called 
second epilogue of Fates in lines 107–14, which closely repeat his initial request for prayer and 
remembrance when he is far away.  Taking his request a step further than he did at the start of 
the epilogue, Cynewulf asks that the satisfied or intrigued reader not simply know his name, but 
remember him: Cynewulf petitions that such a reader be “gemyndig” [mindful] that he might 
seek succor for Cynewulf in prayer when he will be “feor heonan” [far away hence].  By 
consigning his name to text, woven into his galdor for readers who survive him, Cynewulf 
demonstrates a conviction in the power of the written to preserve even himself in the memory of 
the living as he ventures forth into uncertainty.  In this way, the written text bridges the distance 
between the absent Cynewulf and his contemplative reader, continuing to make known the poet’s 
request to all who puzzle out his name.  
   By referring to the written medium of his work and its textual sources, Cynewulf draws 
attention to the function and power of writing, concepts which are situated in each of the four 
epilogues in the context of both Cynewulf’s mortality and the fate of all humankind.  The notion 
that the written word could withstand the dissolving power of death, and thereby outlast the 
speaker or author himself, bears a striking resemblance to the discussion of litterae, “letters,” in 
Isidore of Seville’s seventh-century Etymologiae, which was well-attested in Anglo-Saxon 
                                                 
91
 See the discussion of epitaphs in Chapter 1, pages 89–103. 
  
149 
 
England.
92
  Before offering the etymologies of the word litterae, effectively providing a myth of 
origins for both letters and the concept of writing,
93
 Isidore states:  
Litterae autem sunt indices rerum, signa verborum, quibus tanta vis est, ut nobis 
dicta absentium sine voce loquantur.  [Verba enim per oculos non per aures 
introducunt.]  Vsus litterarum repertus propter memoriam rerum.  Nam ne 
oblivione fugiant, litteris alligantur.  In tanta enim rerum varietate nec disci 
audiendo poterant omnia, nec memoria contineri.
94
 
 
[Letters are the indices of things, the signs of words, in which there is such great 
might that they tell us without voice the utterances of the absent.  [Indeed they 
introduce words by the eyes and not by the ears.]  The use of letters was invented 
for the memory of things.  For they would vanish into oblivion unless they were 
bound in letters.  With such a great variety of things, everything can be neither 
learned by hearing nor retained in the memory.]   
 
This passage, often cited in discussions of the interplay between written and spoken words in the 
poetic Dialogue of Solomon and Saturn (I),
95
 offers us an intellectual framework for the 
significance of the written word.  While Isidore goes on to use the concept of sound to define the 
etymology of “verb”—being rooted in speaking and wind96—I would argue that his discussion of 
litterae here makes clear the permanence of writing versus the ephemeral nature of spoken 
articulation.  Given the implied frailty of the human memory, uttered things vanish into the air 
and are easily forgotten, but utterances consigned to letters—which serve as containers for 
meaning—avoid such an end.97  In this regard, Isidore stands in stark contrast to Socrates in 
                                                 
92
 For a list of extant manuscripts of Etymologiae, its inclusion in Anglo-Saxon book lists, and its citation by Anglo-
Saxon authors, see Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Library, 311.  Gneuss lists four copies along with ten excerpts and five 
fragments of Isidore’s Etymologiae that were either produced or owned in England before 1100 (Gneuss, 169).  On 
the prevalence of this text, O’Brien O’Keeffe notes that “The chronological range of these manuscripts, from the 
eighth century to the eleventh, suggests that the Etymologiae was a work familiar to and popular with the Anglo-
Saxons.”  Visible Song, 145 n. 22.  
93
 See Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture, 213–15, for a fuller treatment of this passage from Etymologiae.  
94
 Isidore, Etymologiae I.iii.1–2. 
95
 See O’Brien O’Keeffe, Visible Song, 51–52; and The Old English Dialogues of Solomon and Saturn, ed. and 
trans. Daniel Anlezark (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2009), 29–30.  
96
 See O’Brien O’Keeffe, Visible Song, 51–52.  
97
 As O’Brien O’Keeffe remarks, “Isidore comprehends writing visually as a technology of memory, despite 
retaining an aural notion of word.  Letters owe their existence to the need to aid memory, for neither hearing nor 
memory is sufficient to take in the great variety of things.”  Ibid., 52.  
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Plato’s Phaedrus, who takes the position that the technology of writing destroys the memory.98  
Rather, Isidore sees writing as a powerful receptacle of utterances that would prevent them from 
vanishing into oblivion once the speaker’s voice has dissipated.   
In fact, the written text’s lack of a speaker is what has brought many critics to consider 
the written text a fixed and therefore “dead” entity.  For example, in her discussion of the 
aforementioned passage from Isidore, O’Brien O’Keeffe remarks that “The power to preserve is 
gained at the cost of the intimacy of words.  Through writing, words, divorced from oral source 
and substance, are conveyed by silence and absence.  Writing becomes a technology of 
alienation.”99  In the context of actual human death, however, writing serves as the final vestige 
of the silenced and absent speaker.  Such is undeniably the case with Cynewulf: his awareness of 
his written medium cannot be divorced from his imagining himself dead and his soul “feor 
heonan”100 [far away hence] when the reader is left to ponder the words he has consigned to 
writing.  In this way, Cynewulf imagines his own text functioning just as Isidore described: the 
“vis” [might] of written words is so much that “nobis dicta absentium sine voce loquantur” [they 
tell us without voice the utterances of the absent].
101
  As Thornbury remarks, “Cynewulf’s work 
                                                 
98
 Ibid.  
99
 Ibid.  O’Brien O’Keeffe further notes the concept of the “written object [being] dead” in the irony of the Anglo-
Latin riddle writers’ use of “dead metaphors” for writing (e.g., mouthless speakers, dumb knowledge-bearers).  
According to O’Brien O’Keeffe, these metaphors “reflect an Anglo-Saxon understanding that speech itself is not a 
thing but that writing, as it alienates speech from speaker, transforms living words into things.  The technology 
which preserves also kills.”  Visible Song, 54.  A similar view of writing is held by Seth Lerer regarding Hrothgar’s 
reading of the sword hilt Beowulf retrieve’s from Grendel’s mere: “The hilt’s inscription, in the terms [Charles] 
Segal offers [on Greek tragedy], will present itself as the recorded work of a now absent maker.  Its ambiguities are 
those of written words themselves.  [....] It comes to represent the nature of all writing, and the need for an 
interpreter to make sense of the works of the dead.  Without the presence of the scop, and without the authority his 
living audience will grant him, the story on the hilt cannot be quickly grasped.  Instead, its understanding requires 
meditation.  Gone is the immediacy that characterizes face-to-face performance.”  Literacy and Power in Anglo-
Saxon England (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1991), 182.   
100
 Cynewulf, Fates, line 109b. 
101
 In a broader sense, Cynewulf’s poems also serve this purpose through redacting these narratives for his readers: 
his works memorialize Christian figures and preserve in writing the values that they represent.  See the discussion of 
Cynewulf’s role as glossator and interpreter in Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture, 439–46.  
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is not altogether a medium, but rather an alternative embodiment.”102  Aware that he will be in 
his greatest need when he is gone from this earth, Cynewulf invests the text with his name for 
future prayers, and the text will “speak” on his behalf to the reader who interprets his name from 
these scattered runes.   
In the poet’s inevitable absence, the written text itself is implicitly another of Cynewulf’s 
“leavings,” that which he declares in Fates he must “lætan me on laste”103 [leave behind me] 
while the incorporeal and eternal part of himself is “feor heonan” seeking an unknown land.  In 
other words, the epilogues suggest that Cynewulf conceived of writing as a thing left behind on 
earth, just as his body, severed from the soul at death, is abandoned to the ground.  He must have 
appreciated the potential in writing to serve as a last—the Old English word meaning literally the 
sole of the foot or footprint—since these written “traces” in the poetic epilogues allow readers to 
know Cynewulf’s request for prayer and, most conspicuously, the runic letters of his name.  
Read through the lens of the grammatical analogy linking the word to the body, the letters 
making up the word CYN(E)WULF may be regarded as the poet’s physical presence on the 
page, standing in for the now-mute bearer of this name.
104
     
Cynewulf’s interests in the permanence of writing also echo the function of the written 
text in Isidore’s definition: in his request for readers of his text to be “gemyndig” [mindful] of 
him in their prayers, he is seeking to avoid the “oblivio” [oblivion] that is the fate of the 
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 Thornbury, Becoming a Poet, 133. 
103
 Cynewulf, Fates, line 94a. 
104
 While Anglo-Saxons viewed writing as having permanence beyond that of the human body, there was also a 
sense of the potential impermanence of the materiality of the manuscripts that contained written words.  For 
example, the “bolk moth” riddle adapted from Symphosius, Riddle 47, ASPR 3, 205, suggests that even writing is 
subject to physical decay.  Like the body described in both Fates and the Soul and Body poems, the pages of books 
and the words they contain may be consumed by worms—“Moððe word fræt” (line 1a) [a moth ate words], “se 
wyrm forswealg wera gied sumes” (line 3) [the worm swallowed the song of a certain man]—offering us a 
contemporary example of equivalence between the word and the body.  The awareness of manuscripts as mortal 
flesh is also found in Riddle 26 (“Book”), the first line of which is “Mec feonda sum feore besnyþede” [A certain 
enemy deprived me of life].  ASPR 3, 193.  
  
152 
 
unwritten—a correlation that will be discussed at length below in the particular context of 
Cynewulf’s Elene.  By making himself literally “bound with letters” (litteris alligantur) through 
the interweaving of the letters of his name in the text of his poems, Cynewulf seeks to draw on 
writing’s aura of permanence as his own.  
 
Writing and the Consequences of Remembrance 
The explicit concerns about death voiced in the epilogues are intimately tied to 
Cynewulf’s self-awareness of his written medium and his desire for remembrance, both of which 
are enacted in the reader’s piecing together the scattered runes of his signature.  This 
interpretation of the relationship between writing, death, and remembrance in the epilogues also 
applies to the main narratives of Cynewulf’s four signed poems, whose numerous references to 
the use of written text foreground the explicit use of writing in the runic signatures.  With their 
undercurrent of writing and remembrance, these four poems offer context for Cynewulf’s 
signatures by demonstrating a self-awareness of the written medium and its function in the act of 
remembering.   
Perhaps the most poignant example of Cynewulf’s relationship with writing in the 
context of salvation and death is found in Elene, a version of the cross legend in which the True 
Cross is discovered by Helena, the mother of Constantine the Great.  Likely drawn from some 
version of the life of Judas Cyriac, the Acta Cyriaci, Elene is often considered the pinnacle of 
Cynewulf’s surviving work.  The main narrative of this poem has been read by modern critics as 
an iconographic or typological text, in which Elene herself represents the Church, and Judas, the 
Jew who reluctantly directs Elene to the site of the crucifixion and afterward converts, stands in 
for the whole of the Jewish race.  Our interest here is not these figures so much as Cynewulf’s 
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direct reaction to the main narrative in disclosing his own conversion.  Elene includes first-
person discourse only at the poem’s end, just before the runic signature.  Far from the explicit 
request for prayer and appeal to puzzle out his name in Fates, Cynewulf’s Elene has a subtler 
approach in both identifying the poet and making use of textuality in the face of death.  It is the 
only one of the four signed poems in which Cynewulf does not express outright fear of death and 
judgment in the epilogue, though the presence of his signature tells us that his desire to be 
remembered remains.  It is also in Elene that we find a clear indication of what Cynewulf saw as 
the repercussion for failing to achieve remembrance: being cast into the oblivion of hell.  
In the final lines of the main text of Elene and just prior to the poetic epilogue, Elene 
establishes the feast day of the Invention and offers a brief prayer of blessing to those who 
celebrate this event.  The request in this prayer is essentially that the fate of individuals be 
determined based on their acknowledgement of the cross:  
  Sie þara manna gehwam 
behliden helle duru,         heofones ontyned,  
ece geopenad         engla rice,  
dream unhwilen,         ond hira dæl scired 
mid Marian,         þe on gemynd nime 
þære deorestan         dægweorðunga 
rode under roderum,         þa se ricesta 
ealles oferwealdend         earmebeþeahte.  Finit. 
Þus ic frod ond fus         þurh þæt fæcne hus 
wordcræftum wæf         ond wundrum læs,  
þragum þreodude         ond geþanc reodode 
nihtes nearwe.
105
          
 
[May the gate of hell be closed and heaven’s opened and the kingdom of angels 
opened everlastingly, may their joy be eternal and their portion assigned with 
Mary, for each one who holds in remembrance the feast of the most precious 
cross under heaven, on which Christ, the ruler of all, stretched out his arms.  Finit.  
Thus I, old and ready to die, because of this transitory house [i.e., body], wove 
with words and achieved with miracles, for a long time deliberated and sifted my 
thoughts closely by night.] 
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 Cynewulf, Elene, lines 1228b–39a. 
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Here Cynewulf asks that the gates of hell be closed and heaven’s opened for everyone who “on 
gemynd nime” [holds in remembrance] the feast day of the cross, as he is doing by composing a 
poem for the feast.  This prayer, at once a blessing for those who acknowledge the role of the 
cross in salvation and a curse for those who do not, is juxtaposed to Cynewulf’s own fate; he 
immediately turns to consider his own circumstances: he is not only old but “fus,” a word often 
used to indicate readiness for death in particular.
106
  This section has been read by several critics 
as distinctly autobiographical, as if a window onto Cynewulf’s literal old age, leading some to 
argue that it was likely Cynewulf’s final work.107  Certainly, the motif of senescence is in line 
with Cynewulf’s musings on death and the ephemerality of human existence, but what is critical 
here is the sense of having an aged poet looking back on his life and conversion: Cynewulf’s 
being “fus” is tied directly to his experience as a writer and, by extension, his conversion.   
Cynewulf’s self-awareness of his poetic craft and the use of text in his own conversion 
saturate this portion of the epilogue prior to his signatures.  He remarks that he was not always 
aware of the truth of the cross—he was previously “soiled with sin” and “bound with worries” 
before he was unshackled and blessed with the gift of learning from God, all of which led to his 
composition of this very poem.  His own redemption is thus evidenced by his poetic craft, 
manifested before the eyes of the reader.  As it is described in the epilogue, Cynewulf’s 
conversion is also closely tied to the main text of Elene; he explains that 
 Ic þæs wuldres treowes 
oft, nales æne,         hæfde ingemynd 
ær ic þæt wundor         onwrigen hæfde 
ymb þone beorhtan beam,   swa ic on bocum fand,  
                                                 
106
 The word fus is used by or about the dying Guthlac once in Guthlac A (line 801a) and some ten times in Guthlac 
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wyrda gangum,         on gewritum cyðan 
be ðam sigebeacne.
108
 
 
[I held in remembrance this tree of glory, not once but often, before I discovered 
the miracle concerning that illustrious timber, according to what I found in books, 
with the course of fate, made known in writings regarding that symbol of victory.]  
 
Cynewulf states that, after this moment of divine inspiration, he specifically had the tree of glory 
in mind (“ingemynd”), as it had been revealed in writings.  The cross was made known to him 
through text and thereby inspired his remembrance, expressing the same relationship between 
text and remembrance that Cynewulf himself clearly hoped for by inserting his name into the 
epilogues.  Moreover, through his use of the word “gemynd” in declaring his remembrance of 
the tree of glory, Cynewulf subtly places himself in the group of people for whom—according to 
Elene’s own prayer prior to the epilogue—the doors of heaven would be open and those of hell 
closed.  In essence, Cynewulf states that those who remember the cross will have heaven’s doors 
opened to them, and he then explains that he himself holds the cross in remembrance.  In order 
that he may be remembered by the reader specifically, then, his statement of devotion to the 
cross is immediately followed by the interweaving of his name in runes.  This juxtaposition 
indicates the intended relationship between Cynewulf’s devotion and his entrance into heaven.  It 
is through this twofold remembrance—his own remembrance of the cross, and (implicitly) the 
reader’s remembrance of Cynewulf by name—that Cynewulf hopes to gain entrance into heaven. 
This passage of the epilogue also exposes a critical relationship between text and 
remembrance, as it is through writings that Cynewulf first learned about the cross and came to 
his mindfulness of that “sigebeacne.”  In fact, it is not merely through the “books” (line 1254b) 
and “writings” (line 1255b) that Cynewulf learned about the cross, but through this object’s own 
inscription, which is related earlier in Elene in the account of Constantine’s vision: 
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wæs se blaca beam         bocstafum awriten,  
beorhte ond leohte:         “Mid þys beacne ðu  
on þam frecnan fære         feond oferswiðesð,  
geletest lað werod.”109 
 
[The bright beam was inscribed with letters, brilliantly and clearly: “With this 
sign you will overcome the enemy in the terrible expedition, withstand the 
loathsome troop.”] 
 
Through its inscription, the cross instructs not only Constantine in this vision before his famous 
victory, but also Cynewulf and, by extension, the reader to whom Cynewulf relates this narrative.  
Cynewulf acts as an interpreter of Constantine’s vision110 and the cross’ inscribed message; for 
he, like Constantine, finds “victory” through this symbol—“mid þys beacne.”111  Together, the 
cross and the text-based means by which Cynewulf came to know it form the basis of his own 
redaction for the reader: this shared medium of writing allows Cynewulf to align the text he 
weaves together here with the authoritative texts by which he learned of the cross.  The message 
is that it is not merely information that is “bocstafum awriten,” but salvation, too, that resides in 
the text.  The linking of writing, the cross, and salvation in Elene thus corresponds to another 
Vercelli Book poem, The Dream of the Rood, in which the saved soul’s route to heaven is 
described in terms of visible, legible signs.  While all must go and account for themselves before 
Christ in judgment, not all have cause to fear: 
Ne þearf ðær þonne ænig  anforht wesan 
þe him ær in breostum bereð  beacna selest, 
ac ðurh ða rode sceal   rice gesecan 
of eorðwege   æghwylc sawl,  
seo þe mid wealdende  wunian þenceð.
112
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110
 See Irvine, The Making of Textual Culture, 441–43.  
111
 It is also from written text that Judas tells the Jews the truth about the cross, as he refers to “frod fyrngewritu” 
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[No one needs to be afraid then who beforehand bears on his breast the best of 
signs, but through the cross, each soul that intends to dwell with the Lord must 
seek the kingdom from the earth.]  
 
Like the cross itself in Elene, the saved are described by the Rood-poet as being marked with the 
written sign of salvation.  The saved soul bears the “beacna selest,” a visible sign of the cross 
that signifies that soul’s belonging among the saved; just as in Vercelli Homily X discussed in 
Chapter 1, salvation is manifested as a celestial mark.
113
  Since the soul arrives at the day of 
Judgment with this sign already in place, this mark of the cross is also implicitly permanent, 
directing its bearer’s path to heaven.     
Cynewulf’s conversion through written signs and remembrance of the cross is amplified 
in the epilogue of Elene following his signature, in which he describes the scene on Judgment 
Day.  Here Cynewulf ponders the vanishing of the entire world, remarking that each man must 
come to judgment and hear the truth of his every deed and word; given the placement of his 
signature, Cynewulf imagines himself among those who will face God.  This scene of judgment 
includes a three-part fire of purgation in which those “steadfast in truth” will be at the uppermost 
part, where it is not too hot and they will be buffeted about until joining the blessed.  The sinful 
will be in the middle, smothered with smoke and in the heated center of the flame.  And, at the 
very bottom, the group of “accursed evil-doers” will be consigned to the hottest depths of the 
flame: 
Bið se þridda dæl,  
awyrgede womsceaðan,         in þæs wylmes grund,  
lease leodhatan,         lige befæsted 
þurh ærgewyrht,         arleasra sceolu,  
in gleda gripe.         Gode no syððan 
of ðam morðorhofe         in gemynd cumað,  
wuldorcyninge,         ac hie worpene beoð 
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of ðam heaðuwylme         in hellegrund,  
torngeniðlan.
114
  
 
[The third group, the accursed evil-doers, will be in the bottom of the swell, the 
false tyrants, bound in the flame through previous works, the graceless group in 
the grip of the flame.  They will not afterward come from that place of torment 
into the mind of God, King of Glory, but they, the bitter foes, shall be toppled 
from the violent swell into the pit of hell.] 
 
The eternal fate of this third group is not merely the flames of hell but also, as a consequence of 
their evil works, being utterly forgotten by God.  Drawing this line from a Pseudo-Augustinian 
sermon,
115
 Cynewulf here conflates hell with oblivion, for the damned are literally exiled from 
the mind of God.
116
  Standing in stark contrast with the fate of the redeemed—who will be 
smelted of their sins and emerge from this flame, purified, to spend eternity with the angels—the 
wicked will experience true damnation: they will be forgotten by God.   
 The description of hell in terms of memory that Cynewulf draws on here resonates with 
views of damnation across the Anglo-Saxon corpus.  It most immediately recalls Christ’s 
statement at the Last Judgment from Christ and Satan in the Junius MS, calling for the damned 
to depart hence to hell because “Nu ic eow ne con”117 [Now I do not know you].  Christ no 
longer recognizes these individuals, and their physical departure into hell thus mirrors their being 
fully exiled from the memory of God.  By suggesting here that the damned are not remembered, 
Cynewulf hints at their full oblivion.  They are neither remembered by God, nor can they 
themselves remember God: as the author of Vercelli Homily IX remarks, quoting Psalm 6:6 in 
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one of his descriptions of the “likenesses of death,” “Hwylc man is [on deaðe] þætte he sie 
dryhtnes gemyndig, oððe hwylc is ðætte hyne on helle andette?”118 [What is man in death that he 
can be mindful of God, or who is it that can praise him in hell?]  The damned are unable to praise 
God for they are unable to be “gymyndig”; even as they are forgotten, they are themselves 
deprived of any memory of God.  Likewise, the poet of Christ and Satan suggests the 
forgetfulness of the damned once they are in hell: in the passage immediately following Christ’s 
command that the accursed depart, the poet remarks that they are cast into the torment of the 
abyss,  
  […] þær ðe hie freodrihten, 
ecne anwaldan,    oft forgeaton,  
þone þe hie him to hihte      habban sceoldon.
119
 
 
[where they their noble lord, eternal sole ruler, often forgot him who they should 
have held as their hope.] 
 
Their fate, to forget in damnation the one they ought to have been mindful of in life, thus 
parallels the fate of Satan himself.  Upon confessing all of his evil deeds, Satan laments that 
because he sought the throne of heaven for himself, 
Eala þæt ic eam ealles leas     ecan dreames, 
þæt ic mid handum ne mæg  heofon geræcan,  
ne mid eagum ne mot      up locian, 
ne huru mid earum ne sceal  æfre geheran 
þære byrhtestan  beman stefne!
120
 
 
[Alas, that I am entirely bereft of eternal joy, that I may not reach heaven with my 
hands, nor am I able to look upward with my eyes, no indeed must I ever hear the 
sound of the loudest trumpet!] 
 
Cast out of God’s presence, Satan describes his damnation as sensory deprivation: cut off from 
sight, sound, hearing, and touch, he is now completely unable to know heaven.  In fact, the only 
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knowledge Satan may attain is of hell itself, as his inability to “mid handum…heofon geræcan” 
is countered by Christ’s command that Satan “mid hondum amet”121 [measure with his hands] 
the width, depth, and height of hell itself and the poet’s remark that Satan “Hwilum mid folmum 
mæt / wean and witu”122 [At times would with his hands measure the woe and torment].  The 
damned are thus fully deprived of all knowledge of heaven and even of God himself.  Damnation 
is thus tantamount to the erasure of existence, as those in hell are stripped of their remembrance 
of God even as they are forgotten.   
 Anderson observes that this passage in Cynewulf’s epilogue coincides with the ways in 
which history marches toward its own obliteration throughout Elene: regarding the damned, he 
remarks, “It will be as if they had never existed.  Correspondingly, the saved will be purified like 
gold: it will be as if their sins never existed.”123  Anderson goes on to state that, “Like the 
barbarian army, defeated, dispersed, and then forgotten in the narrative, the damned are 
consigned to the fires of hell and the memory of them shall never return to the mind of God.”124  
While the damned do have this correlative of non-remembrance in the text of Elene, within the 
epilogue it seems that the immediate concern is the fate of Cynewulf himself.  This fire of 
purgation demonstrates the essentiality of remembrance in light of death, not only for humanity 
abstractly, but also for Cynewulf.  The language Cynewulf uses in this description of the flame—
especially the word “gemynd”—is used in the other epilogues to describe his personal requests 
and anxieties, thus demonstrating his desire to be remembered by God and counted among the 
redeemed.
125
  Given his explicit concerns about his deeds when facing judgment in the other 
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epilogues, particularly that of Juliana, Cynewulf’s unspoken request in Elene for the reader’s 
remembrance in prayer and for salvation from his former works is made unambiguous.  
 In the epilogue of Juliana, Cynewulf enumerates his anxiety that his previous works will 
result in his damnation, and the language he uses echoes his description in Elene of those people 
now burning in the fire of purgation—those who are “lige befæsted / þurh ærgewyrht”126 [bound 
in the flame through previous works].  In the final lines of Cynewulf’s initial request for 
Juliana’s aid when he dies, he states that wherever his soul journeys after death, it will be on 
account of his “ærgewyrhtum...iudædum”127 [former works...previous deeds].  Then, in his 
second petition to the saint, which brackets the lines containing his signature, Cynewulf again 
emphasizes his personal fear of judgment for the things he has done in life:  
Sar eal gemon, 
synna wunde,         þe ic siþ oþþe ær  
geworhte in worulde.         Þæt ic wopig sceal  
tearum mænan.         Wæs an tid to læt  
þæt ic yfeldæda         ær gescomede,  
þenden gæst ond lic         geador siþedan 
onsund on earde.         Þonne arna biþearf,  
þæt me seo halge         wið þone hyhstan cyning  
geþingige.         Mec þæs þearf monaþ,  
micel modes sorg.
128
   
 
[Sorely I recall all the wounds of sin, which I always committed in the world.  For 
that, I, weeping, shall grieve with tears.  One time was too late that I previously 
ashamed of evil deeds, while spirit and body traveled together whole on the earth.  
Then I have need of mercy, that the saint would intercede for me with the highest 
king.  The great sorrow of spirit warns me of this need.] 
 
                                                                                                                                                             
(Elene, line 1297a), and Cynewulf describes himself as “siðgeomor” in the opening lines of Fates.  See Rice, 
“Penitential Motif,” 118.  Anderson, however, groups Cynewulf—along with Constantine, Judas, and Elene—in 
“the group of the righteous, the souls most easily saved.”  Cynewulf, 151.  At any rate, Cynewulf’s request for 
prayers from his readers suggests a desire for assurance and aid after death, no matter to which group he may have 
envisioned himself belonging.  
126
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Recognizing the certainty of God’s wrath on account of his “yfeldæda,” Cynewulf asks Juliana 
to intercede with God, hoping to find mercy in spite of his works.  Cynewulf then turns to his 
living readers, petitioning those who read his words with a request that further details the type of 
aid he hopes to receive: Cynewulf asks each one who “þis gied wræce”129 [recites this song] that 
[…] he mec neodful         bi noman minum  
gemyne modig,         ond meotud bidde  
þæt me heofona helm         helpe gefremme,  
meahta waldend,         on þam miclan dæge,  
fæder, frofre gæst,         in þa frecnan tid, 
dæda demend,         ond se deora sunu,  
þonne seo þrynis         þrymsittende  
in annesse         ælda cynne  
þurh þa sciran gesceaft         scrifeð bi gewyrhtum  
meorde monna gehwam.
130
       
 
[he boldly remember needful me by my name, and ask the Lord, helm of heaven, 
that he afford me help, Ruler of might, on that great day, Father, the Spirit of 
Comfort, in that perilous hour, Judge of deeds, and the dear Son, when the trinity, 
majestically seated in oneness, through the bright creation allot on account of 
deeds a reward to each of men.] 
 
Cynewulf acknowledges that his sinful deeds have jeopardized his salvation, and thus urges that 
the reader not merely know his name from this text but remember (“gemyne”) him by name; that 
is, to have more than just a cursory understanding of the letters before their eyes, but to hold this 
word, which signifies Cynewulf himself, in their minds.  Moreover, he asks that, in this 
remembrance, the reader will petition God on Cynewulf’s behalf when, on that day of Judgment, 
the trinity will “scrifeð bi gewyrhtum / meorde monna gehwam” [allot on account of deeds a 
reward to each of men].  Thus, Cynewulf links his need for remembrance to his repeated and 
overwhelming fear of God’s judgment, which according to the epilogue of Elene, may result in 
his complete alienation from God’s remembrance.  Cynewulf asks to be remembered by his 
readers and, through their remembrance in prayer, to have his deeds suspended from judgment; 
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that is, to have these deeds forgotten so that he himself is not forgotten.  Cynewulf’s request 
makes clear that his chief desire is to avoid the fate of that third group of souls in Elene, 
condemned to oblivion in hell for their works.  Instead, through the reader’s prayers, Cynewulf 
hopes to remain “in gemynd”131 [in the mind] of God, which is his salvation.    
Cynewulf’s concern with remembrance and fear of judgment of his previous works also 
has a correlative in the main narrative of Juliana: the death of Heliseus.  This event, which 
occurs between Juliana’s beheading and the start of Cynewulf’s epilogue, exemplifies how one’s 
deeds determine the fate of the soul.  Immediately following Juliana’s death, Heliseus leaves on 
a sea-voyage and dies on the “swonrade” [swan-road, sea] with a company of his men: “Swylt 
ealle fornom / secga hloþe ond hine sylfne mid, / ærþon hy to lande geliden hæfdon, / þurh 
þearlic þrea” [Death took all the band of men and (Heliseus) himself with them before they had 
alighted on land, through severe punishment].
132
  Their drowning is equated as reckoning for 
their evil deeds, and this “þrea” [punishment] does not stop at simply the means of death: 
Cynewulf goes on to describe the fate of the 34 men:  
[...] onsohte 
þurh wæges wylm         wigena cynnes,  
heane mid hlaford,         hroþra bidæled,  
hyhta lease         helle sohton.  
Ne þorftan þa þegnas         in þam þystran ham,  
seo geneatscolu         in þam neolan scræfe, 
to þam frumgare         feohgestealda  
witedra wenan,         þæt hy in winsele  
ofer beorsetle         beagas þegon,  
æpplede gold.
133
         
 
[...through the waves’ whelming, the warriors were deprived of kin, wretched 
with their lord, separated from joy; hopeless, they went to hell.  The thegns in that 
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dark home, the retainers in that deep grave, had no reason to expect certain riches, 
that they in the wine-hall over the beer-seat would receive rings, rounded gold.] 
 
Cynewulf then remarks that such a death was “Ungelice” [unlike] the fate of Juliana, whose “lic 
haligre” [holy body] was venerated by the people;134 the bodies of Heliseus and his men are 
utterly lost at sea.  They are consigned to this dark, watery grave while their souls, deprived of 
all hope, go to hell.  Cynewulf’s use of the traditional imagery of a Germanic hall to describe 
their hopelessness differs from his Latin source, which has their bodies washing ashore and 
being eaten by birds and beasts.
135
  Cynewulf’s alteration to his source at this point has both 
sociological and spiritual implications: on account of their deeds, Heliseus and his men are 
punished with a dishonorable death, their bodies are lost at sea, and, moreover, in hell they can 
have no expectation of the comfort or riches so idealized in the traditional imagery of the hall.  
The spiritual deprivation of their deaths necessarily prefigures Cynewulf’s own petition, since 
his anxiety about his mortality and the consequences of his actions—for which Heliseus is 
certainly a negative exemplar—are a constant thread in the epilogue of Juliana.   
 Fearing the fate of oblivion and abandonment epitomized in the death of Heliseus, 
Cynewulf implies throughout his poems that the written word has the power to bolster one’s 
memory.  As demonstrated in Elene, in particular, remembrance of the cross is the route to 
remembrance by God, and the cost of not remembering is, in effect, to not be remembered: the 
accursed, for whom the doors of hell are wide open, are literally forgotten by God for eternity.  
As Cynewulf himself faces the inevitability of death, he seeks to avoid being forgotten by 
inscribing his name for future readers of his text; the written word is the mechanism by which he 
may be remembered by readers, who will effectively “remind” God of Cynewulf’s need for 
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mercy.  The thematic links in Cynewulf’s poetry between remembrance and salvation and, 
likewise, oblivion and hell, demonstrate the role of written text both in securing the memory of 
the dead and in representing visually the sentiments of the long-dead author.  In interweaving his 
signature in the lines of the epilogues, Cynewulf takes advantage of what the written word can 
do, at once binding this word in letters to preserve it when he is long gone, and manipulating its 
form visually in a way that resonates within the thematic context of death and judgment.  Thus, 
when Cynewulf asks that his reader “geoce me / ond frofre fricle”136 [seek help and consolation 
for me], the written form of his name allows readers to continue seeking mercy on his behalf 
long after his death even as it presents a picture of what Cynewulf anticipates these prayers will 
effect—his salvation in the afterlife.  
 
Conclusion 
Some critics have casually suggested that Cynewulf’s runic signatures may have no great 
meaning or objective in the epilogues; for example, Hugh Magennis remarks that “It may be that 
the signatures are not intended to be noticed, or are intended to be noticed only by God, with 
whom the poet may find favour through being (unknowingly) commemorated by the audience of 
his poems.  Whatever the purpose of the signatures, they are an instance of the use of letters as 
letters in Old English literature.”137  Still others insist on reducing the runic signatures to an 
exercise in runic lore or a colophonic riddle, the solution to which is merely the poet’s name.  
Indeed, some have marveled at the apparent risk Cynewulf takes in separating and even 
scrambling the letters of his name, which could potentially confuse his readers.  It seems to me 
unlikely, however, that a medieval reader who shared Cynewulf’s knowledge of wordplay and 
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acrostics would be as “baffled by his signatures” as modern critics often seem to be.138  Rather, I 
would suggest that Cynewulf’s runes are neither a meaningless “use of letters as letters,” nor a 
riddle whose solution would have been far too simple for a medieval reader.  If there is a “riddle” 
to be found in these letters, it is that this word is not simply a word, but an image, and that both 
the visual separation of the letters within the text and the reader’s act of bringing them together 
for meaning are significant to Cynewulf’s desire for salvation.  In other words, Cynewulf’s “use 
of letters as letters” and his commemoration by both human and divine readers are one and the 
same: by making the written text a reflection of his own fragmented state, Cynewulf 
intentionally seeks coherency through remembrance and prayer.  Read through the lens of the 
word-as-body analogy, Cynewulf’s ruminations on the transitory nature of mankind and 
universal trepidation at judgment provide the ultimate clue to understanding his signatures: his 
fallen condition, sinful deeds, and mortality are literally Cynewulf’s undoing, reflected in the 
fragmented state of his name and shared by all mankind.   
Even though the passages in which the runes are imbedded relate thematically to the 
whole of humanity, I would argue that the presence of Cynewulf’s name means that the 
epilogues cannot be exclusively universal.  Rather, they are pointedly individual, making the 
disassembled state of Cynewulf a microcosm of the human condition.  In other words, while 
Cynewulf is speaking to or on behalf of all humanity in these passages, he ultimately names 
himself.  Far from being mere gnomic conclusions that ruminate on the world’s transience, these 
                                                 
138
 In this regard, I agree with K. Sisam, who remarks regarding the jumbled runes in Fates, “[...] believing as he did 
that the fate of his soul could be swayed by the commendation of his name in prayers, [Cynewulf] would surely not 
take the risk of losing one single prayer.  He might miss his purpose, which was no less than his own salvation, if he 
puzzled the simplest of mind about his name.  If, then, very acute modern critics are baffled by his signatures, it is 
likely that the puzzle is of their own making.”  “Cynewulf and His Poetry,” 24–25.  On the issue of modern critics’ 
bafflement at such puzzles, see also Lass, “Cyn(e)wulf Revisited,” 27.  It bears repeating that the reader’s mix-up of 
the letters would not jeopardize prayers for Cynewulf’s soul since he could even be prayed for without a specific 
name at all, as is the case with the Anglo-Saxon colophons asking for prayer for a nameless author or copyist.  See 
above, page 119 n. 15. 
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epilogues include both the contemplation of ephemerality and an attempt to prevent the complete 
oblivion of one individual, Cynewulf.  Although the pastoral and penitential function of the 
epilogues is inarguably present, I would contend that such a concern for the reader can be read as 
secondary to Cynewulf’s concern for his own fate.  It is in contemplating his own death that 
Cynewulf makes use of the aura of permanence of the written medium—indeed, the “immortality 
of poetry”139—to counter the frailty and impermanence of human nature, which is his broader 
subject.  This is not to say that the reader engaged in the task of untangling Cynewulf’s name 
would be unaffected; like the reader of Alcuin’s epitaph who is urged by the commemorative 
text to pause “Ut tua deque meis agnoscas fata figuris” [so that you may recognize your fate in 
my figure],
140
 Cynewulf’s reader is made to consider his own mortality even as he responds to 
Cynewulf’s request to pray for the one it names. 
Cynewulf’s epilogues betray a self-awareness of the written medium, which I would 
suggest relates directly to both his consideration of the afterlife generally and his express need 
for the prayers of his readers.  He does not make use of the written medium of his work merely 
to secure some fame amongst the living, but to secure his remembrance by God in eternity.  Just 
as the name-stones and libri vitae discussed in Chapter 1 rely on living readers for intercession, 
so Cynewulf’s signature requires the readers’ mindfulness and remembrance as they work 
through the words the poet has left behind.  Cynewulf’s use of writing in connection with the 
theme of death reflects his own view of the power of written text as a correlative for the human 
condition: CYN(E)WULF is literally broken in each epilogue, and coherence is found only 
                                                 
139
 Thornbury, Becoming a Poet, 123.  As Thornbury remarks regarding line 120b in Fates, “‘Nu a’ (‘now forever’) 
connects the immediate time of the poem’s end with eternity, and each reading of the poem brings a new moment 
into the sphere of God’s timelessness.  God’s praise and glory may exist independently of the poem, but they also 
exist through the poem, and the use of nu brings to the forefront the participation of The Fates of the Apostles in the 
eternal praise of the Creator.  The poem thus makes itself immortal; and the reader in turn has been transformed 
from the poet’s judge into a witness to the work’s transfiguration.”  Ibid. 
140
 See the discussion of Alcuin’s epitaph in Chapter 1, pages 99–103. 
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through his readers, who in their prayers bring Cynewulf to the presence of God.  Although 
Cynewulf’s use of writing in his signatures is unique in the Anglo-Saxon corpus, his poetry does 
illustrate how closely death and the written word were intertwined.  In light of the great anxiety 
about what lies beyond death, the concept of written inscription offered a sense of permanence 
through remembrance amongst the living and a place in the memory of God.  As the next chapter 
demonstrates, this same investment of identity in the written medium is expressed in the works 
by and about the Venerable Bede concerning his own remembrance.  Like Cynewulf, Bede 
desired to be held in memory by those who, after his death, came into contact with his written 
work.  The written text is thus positioned as a relic of the deceased that would inspire prayer for 
the salvation of his soul in anticipation that his is among those names—to borrow the phrase 
from Vercelli Homily V—“awritan in ecre gemynde eadges lifes” [written in the eternal memory 
of the blessed life].
141
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
                                                 
141
 Vercelli Homily V.102–3, The Vercelli Homilies, 116; see Chapter 1, pages 36–38. 
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Texts and Translations of Cynewulf’s Four Epilogues 
For each of the texts that contain Cynewulf’s signature in runes, I follow the ASPR editions, but 
I also include pointing for Fates and Elene where it is clearly visible in Celia Sisam’s facsimile 
(The Vercelli Book, EEMF 19), at fol. 54r and fol. 133r, respectively.  
 
The Fates of the Apostles, lines 98b–105a (ASPR 2):  
   .. þær on ende standeþ, 
eorlas þæs on eorðan brucaþ.         Ne moton hie awa ætsomne,  
woruldwunigende;   sceal gedreosan,  
.. on eðle,         æfter tohreosan  
læne lices frætwa,  efne swa .. toglideð. 
Þonne  ond   cræftes neosað 
nihtes nearowe,  on him  ligeð, 
cyninges þeodom. 
 
[(F) stands at the end, men enjoy this on earth.  They may not always be together, earth-dwellers.  
(W) must perish, (U) on the earth afterward must decay, the fleeting adornment of the body, just 
as (L) vanishes.  Then (C) and (Y) make use of skill in the straits of night, in him (N) lies, the 
thralldom of the King.] 
 
 
Elene, lines 1265b–76a (ASPR 2): 
  A wæs secg oð ðæt 
cnyssed cearwelmum,  . drusende,  
þeah he in medohealle         maðmas þege,  
æplede gold.  . . gnornode 
.. gefera,         nearusorge dreah,  
enge rune,         þær him .. fore  
milpaðas mæt,         modig þrægde  
wirum gewlenced.        . is geswiðrad,  
gomen æfter gearum,         geogoð is gecyrred, 
ald onmedla. . wæs geara  
geogoðhades glæm.         Nu synt geardagas  
æfter fyrstmearce         forð gewitene,  
lifwynne geliden,         swa .. toglideð,  
flodas gefysde.        . æghwam bið 
læne under lyfte; landes frætwe  
gewitaþ under wolcnum         winde geliccost,  
þonne he for hæleðum         hlud astigeð,  
wæðeð be wolcnum,         wedende færeð  
ond eft semninga         swige gewyrðeð, 
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in nedcleofan         nearwe geheaðrod,  
þream forþrycced. 
 
[Always was the man ever a sinking (C), though he received treasure, curved gold, in the 
meadhall. (Y) lamented, companion of (N), suffered crushing distress, a cruel secret, where (E) 
formerly measured the mile-paths with him, proud, ran, exulted with wired ornament.  (W) has 
vanished, joy after years, youth is changed, the old pomp.  (U) was formerly youth’s radiance.  
Now are the former days, after the appointed interval, gone away, the joys of life passed away, 
just as (L) departs, the waters drive on.  (F) is transitory for everyone under the sky; the 
adornment of the earth disappears under the heavens, most like the wind, when it rises up, loud, 
before men, hunts about the clouds, rages onward, and suddenly becomes still again, confined in 
a dark prison, oppressed with abuse.]  
 
 
Christ II, lines 797–814 (ASPR 3): 
Þonne . . cwacað,      gehyreð cyning mæðlan,  
rodera ryhtend,         sprecan reþe word  
þam þe him ær in worulde         wace hyrdon, 
þendan . . ond  .  yþast meahtan  
frofre findan.         Þær sceal forht monig  
on þam wongstede         werig bidan  
hwæt him æfter dædum         deman wille  
wraþra wita.         Biþ se .. scæcen 
eorþan frætwa.   . . wæs longe 
. . flodum bilocen,         lifwynna dæl, 
.. on foldan.         þonne frætwe sculon  
byrnan on bæle;         blac rasetteð  
recen reada leg,         reþe scriþeð 
geond woruld wide. Wongas hreosað,  
burgstede berstað.         Brond bið on tyhte,  
æleð ealdgestreon         unmurnlice,  
gæsta gifrast,         þæt geo guman heoldan,  
þenden him on eorþan         onmedla wæs. 
 
[Then (C) trembles, hears the King speak, Ruler of Heaven, utter harsh words to those who 
previously in the world feebly obeyed him, while (Y) and (N) might most easily have found 
comfort.  There shall many fearful, wretched ones await in that place what terrible punishments, 
according to his deeds, he will adjudge to him.  (W), the adornment of the earth, will flee.  For a 
long time (U) was encompassed with the (L) floods, a portion of the pleasures of life, (F) on the 
earth.  Then adornment shall burn in the fire; bright, the swift, red flame rages, swiftly sweeps 
across the whole earth.  The plains sink, the cities topple.  The conflagration will be in motion, 
the greediest of spirits relentlessly burns up the ancient treasure, that which men once possessed, 
while pride was theirs on the earth.] 
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Juliana, lines 703b–9a (ASPR 3): 
  Geomor hweorfeð 
.. . 7 ..  Cyning biþ reþe, 
sigora syllend,         þonne synnum fah 
. . . 7 ..     acle bidað 
hwæt him æfter dædum         deman wille  
lifes to leane.  . . . beofað,  
seomað sorgcearig. 
 
[Mournfully turn(s) (C), (Y), and (N).  The king is wrathful, giver of victory, when, hostile with 
sins, (E), (W), and (U) await, terrified, for what he would judge for them owing to deeds as a 
reward of life.  (L) and (F) tremble, linger sorrowing.] 
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CHAPTER 3: The Discourse of Remembrance in Cuthbert’s Epistola de Obitu Bedae 
 
 
In much of his work as a deacon and priest, the Venerable Bede demonstrated a vested 
interest in producing a written record by which to remember the dead.  His recording of both the 
death narratives and carved epitaphs for significant religious and royal figures in the Historia 
Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum shows that remembrance (memoria) of the dead had an important 
place not only in his own work, but in the monastic community broadly speaking.
1
  The 
remembrance of the dead in and by the monastic community emerges in the development of the 
confraternity, which “grew up in the seventh to eighth centuries out of the notion of mutual 
intercession, firstly between individuals and then between communities.”2  The written records 
of names in these confraternities and their use in liturgical commemoration in the Mass, “when 
the names of the dead were read out at the most solemn moment in the canon,”3 thus express at 
once the fellowship between members of different monastic houses and the way in which 
remembrance of the dead was integrated into the “textual community”4 of monastic culture.  The 
use and internalization of texts—shared, copied, compiled, and preserved within and among 
early Anglo-Saxon monastic houses—thus formed an integral part of monastic memoria, as the 
dead preserved in text would be assured of the prayers of the living.
5
  
                                                 
1
 The epitaphs in Bede’s Historia are discussed in Chapter 1, pages 95–99. 
2
 Elizabeth Briggs, “Nothing but Names: The Original Core of the Durham Liber Vitae,” in The Durham Liber Vitae 
and its Context, ed. David Rollason et al. (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 2004), 70–71.  
3
 Catherine Cubitt, “Monastic Memory and Identity in Early Anglo-Saxon England,” in Social Identity in Early 
Medieval Britain, ed. William O. Frazer and Andrew Tyrrell (London: Leicester University Press, 2000), 272.  
4
 My use of this term draws on the work of Martin Irvine, who expands its sense from that of Brian Stock in 
Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1983); see Irvine, “Medieval Textuality and the Archaeology of Textual 
Culture,” in Speaking Two Languages: Traditional Disciplines and Contemporary Theory in Medieval Studies, ed. 
Allen J. Frantzen (Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1991), 181–210.  Irvine defines “textual community” as “constituted 
by two aspects of the social function of texts that are as inseparable as the two sides of a sheet of parchment: a 
received canon and an interpretive methodology articulated in a body of commentary that accompanied the texts and 
instituted their canonicity.”  “Medieval Textuality,” 184.  
5
 See Patrick Geary, Living with the Dead in the Middle Ages (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1994), 87–92. 
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For the narrative of Bede’s own death (ca. 735), our immediate evidence comes by way 
of one of his pupils, Cuthbert, who provided details about Bede’s final days in a letter to an 
otherwise unknown lector named Cuthwin, who had apparently requested to know more about 
Bede’s passing.  This work, descriptively titled Epistola de Obitu Bedae, has received critical 
attention questioning the authenticity of both the account of Bede’s death and Bede’s Death 
Song, a short vernacular poem that is often attributed to Bede as his only extant composition in 
Old English.  The letter presents a memorable picture of the dying Bede humbly continuing his 
work as a scholar and mentor, surrounded by his pupils, and dictating the holy scripture with his 
dying breath.  Cuthbert’s text is shot through with references to the texts with which the dying 
Bede engaged, from antiphons and saints’ lives to patristic writings and scripture.  If ever a death 
was textualized, it was Bede’s.  But whose textualization is it—Cuthbert’s or Bede’s?  Although 
Bede’s control over his own remembrance is largely unknowable, we do have evidence of 
contemporary churchmen shaping their identities in their own lifetimes, and these self-fashioned 
images were perpetuated by their followers and associates.
6
  Therefore, while it is impossible to 
determine the degree of influence Bede might have had in how Cuthbert presented him in the 
Epistola de Obitu Bedae, I aim to show that Cuthbert’s letter effectively portrays Bede in the 
very way that Bede wrote about himself and, in particular, in a way consistent with how Bede 
desired to be remembered after death.  This chapter, then, explores how both Bede’s own work 
and Cuthbert’s narrative of Bede’s death reveal critical intersections between death, the written 
word, and remembrance in the monastic communities of eighth-century Northumbria. 
                                                 
6
 For example, Shannon Godlove has shown how Boniface’s allusions to St. Paul in his letters and his self-
fashioning as a “new Paul” was picked up on (and perpetuated) by his correspondents.  See “The Creation of an 
Anglo-Saxon Missionary Saint in the Letters of Saint Boniface,” in “Apostolic Discourse and Christian Identity in 
Anglo-Saxon Literature,” (PhD diss., Univ. of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2010), 66–122. 
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 Given the prominent place of written text in Anglo-Saxon monastic life—with the 
copying and recitation of scripture, hagiographies, liturgical and exegetical texts at the core of 
the monks’ activities—it is perhaps not surprising that writing is also central to the way in which 
monastic communities remember their dead.
7
  In the remembrance of certain saints by the 
communities they left behind, the written word took on particular significance.  In her study of 
the use of narrative in hagiography, Catherine Cubitt remarks that a saint might be remembered 
through “physical objects associated with him or her,” including edifices, tombs, bodily relics, 
and garments, as well as “through books that he or she was known to have copied or written.”8  
While Cubitt only briefly explores this idea of written relics in her study, noting examples of the 
use of Aldhelm’s writings and the books associated with Saint Columba,9 the association she 
makes between writing and remembrance informs my own approach to Bede’s place in “writing 
the dead” in Anglo-Saxon England.  It is my aim to show that her concept of “literary remains”10 
applies fully to Bede’s self-stated views of writing’s power for remembrance, particularly in his 
prologue to the prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti, as well as to the postmortem representation of Bede 
in Cuthbert’s letter.  Certainly, Bede invested a great deal in the education and growth of his 
pupils, and much of his written work was directed toward the edification of others; as Dorothy 
Whitelock remarks, Bede “wanted his works to be available to others and hoped to receive in 
                                                 
7
 Catherine Cubitt contends that the written text is a manifestation of the “communal discipline” of monastic life, 
with the work of scribes occupying “a central place in the life of a monastery through public reading and private 
study.”  “Memory and Narrative in the Cult of the Early Anglo-Saxon Saints,” in The Uses of the Past in the Early 
Middle Ages, ed. Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 33.  
8
 Ibid., 34.  
9
 Ibid., 34 n. 17.  
10
 Cubitt uses this term in “Monastic Memory and Identity” when discussing the production of two accounts of the 
life and death of Ceolfrith, which Cubitt argues “must have been a response to a very deep sense of loss and disorder 
within the community.”  She contends that, lacking Ceolfrith’s body, these two texts “formed Ceolfrith’s literary 
remains, textual substitutes for his body.”  “Monastic Memory and Identity,” 271.  
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return the benefit of their prayers for his soul.”11  But it is my contention that his written works 
and the expectation of prayers for his soul are much more closely connected, such that the 
writing itself became an object of remembrance for Bede, as its author, compiler, or 
commentator.  For both Bede and his pupils who took it upon themselves to perpetuate their 
remembrance of him, the written word was not simply a means of conveying and preserving the 
ideas inscribed there; it was also a mnemonic
12
 for the individual with a hand in its production 
and use.  Such objects retain a connection with the dead through their materiality and contact 
with the physical body; as Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey remark, “written texts physically 
occupy material surfaces (such as paper) and spaces (for example books and shelves).  The 
written or printed word requires materials, implements, machines and bodily actions for its 
inscription and these have important implications for memory-making.”13  Particularly in the 
case of texts created by an individual while he is dying, the writing leaves a material trace that is 
an extension of the body and thus a continuation of presence in this world, one which for the 
medieval Christian can also affect his salvation in the next.  It is on this basis that I argue 
Cuthbert’s interweaving of the texts Bede used—the songs he sang, verses he quoted, texts he 
dictated—takes on a mnemonic function for Cuthbert and the readers of his letter.  Since the 
texts to which Cuthbert makes reference are almost entirely from scripture, the liturgy, and 
                                                 
11
 Dorothy Whitelock, “Bede and His Teachers and Friends,” in Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the 
Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the Venerable Bede, ed. Gerald Bonner (London: S.P.C.K., 1976), 19.  
12
 The notion of a book as a mnemonic has been put forth by Mary Carruthers in her seminal study, The Book of 
Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 2
nd
 ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), in which 
she remarks that “[...] in a memorial culture, a ‘book’ is only one way among several to remember a ‘text,’ to 
provision and cue one’s memory with ‘dicta et facta memorabilia.’  So a book is itself a mnemonic, among many 
other functions it can also have.”  Book of Memory, 9.  The notion of the book’s mnemonic quality is perhaps why 
Carruthers’ example of the book of life—and being “blotted from” it—is such a powerful image for medieval 
Christians.  Book of Memory, 10.  
13
 Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey, Death, Memory and Material Culture (Oxford: Berg, 2001), 157.  
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patristic writings, they would have been well known in virtually any monastic house of the day.
14
  
It is therefore my contention that Cuthbert names them specifically and quotes from them in 
order to associate Bede and his death with these common texts, thus invoking the remembrance 
of Bede for readers of the letter upon future use of those texts.  To explore the interplay between 
Bede’s desire to be remembered after death and the manner in which Cuthbert perpetuates his 
memory in this letter, we will look first at how Bede establishes a framework for his own 
remembrance through the written word, which offers us an ideological context for the Epistola 
de Obitu Bedae in the words of Bede himself.   
 
Bede’s Prologue to the Prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti 
Perhaps the clearest evidence we have for Bede’s personal concern to provide for his 
remembrance after death is found in his prologue to the prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti, a version of 
the life and death of Saint Cuthbert, who died in 687.  Bede’s prose vita is the third biography of 
Cuthbert composed in a span of some twenty years: the first being an anonymous version by a 
monk at Lindisfarne and the latter two having been composed by Bede himself.  As the last of 
these vitae, the prose version has been thoroughly mined by scholars for Bede’s intentions in 
composing a second version of the same hagiography, particularly since his metrical vita 
                                                 
14
 Cuthbert’s scriptural references are primarily from New Testament texts, including the books of John, Acts, 
Hebrews, and 2 Timothy, as well as Job and Isaiah from the Old Testament.  He also cites from patristic works that 
are attested in the late seventh and early eighth centuries: he quotes from Paulinus of Milan’s Life of Ambrose, 
which was referred to in the works of Aldhelm and Bede, and in the Old English Martyrology, and he refers to 
Bede’s commentary on Isidore’s De natura rerum (Liber Rotarum), which was also known to Aldhelm and later 
Anglo-Saxon authors; see Michael Lapidge, The Anglo-Saxon Library (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 324 
and 310.  The other non-scriptural texts cited in Cuthbert’s letter are the antiphon of the Magnificat for Ascension, 
which would have been part of a standard chant book or antiphonary for the Daily Office.  Finally, Cuthbert quotes 
the vernacular Death Song, which is the only text used by the dying Bede that is not attested outside Cuthbert’s letter 
but does have numerous parallels in content to contemporaneous vernacular and Latin poetry. 
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complemented the earlier, anonymous prose vita and together they formed an opus geminatum.
15
  
Several critics have made cases for Bede’s motivations for retooling the prose version, their 
arguments regarding his revisions ranging from the revisions’ reflection of the institutional 
history of the English church,
16
 to Bede’s intention to reconcile the monks at Lindisfarne over 
the controversies surrounding Cuthbert.
17
  In the process of analyzing the changes Bede’s prose 
vita makes to the anonymous account, many of the details Bede includes in the prose version’s 
prologue have been overlooked.  While scholars have long recognized the prologue’s 
amplification of Bede’s deference to the Lindisfarne community—especially to those for whom 
Cuthbert was in living memory—in compiling this work, they have not considered what this 
prologue offers regarding Bede’s own desire for remembrance.  A close reading of the prologue 
supplies insight into both the careful rhetorical connection between the author and his 
hagiographical subject, and—most importantly for our purposes—the ways in which death and 
writing are linked through Bede’s presentation of this new vita to the monks of Lindisfarne.  
Bede’s prologue begins in standard fashion with a greeting, naming the intended 
audience of the vita—Bishop Eadfrith and the brethren of Lindisfarne—and himself.  He then 
turns to a subject that will occupy roughly two-thirds of the entire prologue: his sources and 
means of composition.  Bede explains at length his authorial process for compiling this work on 
                                                 
15
 Eric Knibbs remarks that Bede clearly had an interest in opus geminatum—a work consisting of both a prose and 
a verse vita of a single saint—since Bede’s prose vita of St. Felix served as a complement to the metrical version by 
“Paulinus of Nola (from which Bede’s prose had been adapted).  It is possible that, early on, Bede had also intended 
the Lindisfarne work to serve as the counterpart to his Vita Metrica [Sancti Cuthberti].”  Knibbs, “Exegetical 
Hagiography: Bede’s Prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti,” Revue Bénédictine 15 (2004), 237.  Bede’s choice to compose an 
additional—and greatly altered—prose vita is what has garnered so much critical attention.  
16
 See Joel T. Rosenthal, “Bede’s Life of Cuthbert: Preparatory to The Ecclesiastical History,” The Catholic 
Historical Review 68.4 (1982): 599–611.  See also Carole E. Newlands, “Bede and Images of Saint Cuthbert,” 
Traditio 52 (1997): 73–109; Newlands argues that Bede’s prose vita fashions Cuthbert as an emblem of the political 
unity of England, combining both Celtic and Roman elements.  
17
 Cubitt examines the politics of Cuthbert in light of Bede’s revisions to the prose vita; see “Memory and 
Narrative,” 39–46.  
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the “uita beatae memoriae patris nostri Cuthberti,”18 [life of our father Cuthbert of blessed 
memory], acknowledging up front the living memory of Cuthbert at Lindisfarne.  Bede remarks 
that he decided 
[...] in capite praefatonis et uobis qui nostis ad memoriam reuocare, et eis qui 
ignorant haec forte legentibus notum facere, quia nec sine certissima exquisitione 
rerum gestarum aliquid de tanto uiro scribere, nec tandem ea quae scripseram sine 
subtili examinatione testium indubiorum passim transcribenda quibusdam dare 
praesumpsi...
19
   
 
[...in the prefatory chapter to remind you who know, and to inform those readers 
who perchance do not know, that I have not presumed to write down anything 
concerning so great a man without the most rigorous investigation of the facts nor, 
at the end, to hand on what I had written to be copied for general use, without the 
scrupulous examination of credible witnesses.] 
 
Bede’s careful treatment of his sources, which he claims to credit in the course of the vita, and 
his scrutiny of his own writing convey to the Lindisfarne community the quality and 
trustworthiness of Bede’s scholarship, as well as his perspective on the critical function of 
writing.  He does not want his work to be erroneous and lead astray those who read or copy it; 
rather, he seeks the approval of direct acquaintances of Cuthbert and those who witnessed 
firsthand Cuthbert’s life, including those in the Lindisfarne community.  Bede thus presents this 
work as a revised version of the vita previously reviewed by “senioribus ac doctoribus uestrae 
congregationis”20 [elders and teachers of your congregation] at Lindisfarne, having made the 
additions and alterations they suggested at his discretion.  In essence, it is a work produced with 
great care in order to present accurately Cuthbert’s character for the ages, and its author fully 
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 Bede, Prologus of the Vita Sancti Cuthberti Auctore Beda, in Two Lives of Saint Cuthbert: A Life by an 
Anonymous Monk of Lindisfarne and Bede’s Prose Life, trans. and ed. Bertram Colgrave (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1940; repr. New York: Greenwood, 1969), 142.  Translations are from Colgrave’s edition unless 
otherwise noted.  
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 Ibid.    
20
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expects it to be acceptable in the eyes of its patrons and in accord with their memories of the 
saint.  
This prefatory assertion of his meticulous work is not, however, meant only to give the 
monks at Lindisfarne confidence in the vita Bede presents to them; the stated quality of this vita 
is also meant to secure for Bede himself lasting remembrance in their prayers.  In other words, 
while the amount of space in the prologue devoted to reassuring the monks of this work’s virtues 
may either indicate concerns about its accuracy or deliberately highlight Bede’s reputation for 
scrupulousness, given that this section is juxtaposed directly to Bede’s personal request for 
intercession, this lengthy account of the work’s composition also gives Bede leverage to ask the 
community at Lindisfarne to return the favor of such attentions.  The task he has undertaken is 
explicitly on their behalf, so Bede uses the remainder of the prologue to make a case for the 
monks’ support in kind:  
Dehinc ammonendum uestrae almitatis coronam ratus sum, ut sicut ipse munus 
oboedientiae meae quod iubere estis dignati promptus soluere non distuli, ita uos 
quoque ad reddendum mihi uestrae intercessioninis praemium pigri non sitis, sed 
cum eundem librum relegentes, pia sanctissimi patris memoria uestros animos ad 
desideria regni coelestis ardentius attollitis, pro mea quoque paruitate memineritis 
diuinam exorare clementiam, quatinus et nunc pura mente desiderare, et in furturo 
perfecta beatitudine merear uidere bona Domini in terra uiuentium [...].
21
   
 
[Furthermore I have thought you should be reminded of that which will crown 
your kindness, so that, just as I myself did not delay to fulfil [sic] with 
promptitude the task which you thought fit to lay upon my obedience, so you also 
may not be slow to grant me the reward of your intercession: but reading the same 
book, and by the pious memory of the holy father uplifting your hearts to a more 
eager desire for the heavenly kingdom, you may remember also to intercede with 
the divine clemency on behalf of one so insignificant, that I may be worthy, now, 
with a pure heart to long for, and hereafter, in perfect bliss, “to see the goodness 
of the Lord in the land of the living”….] 
 
Bede’s request for the intercession of the community at Lindisfarne is a complex rhetorical piece 
that weaves together the written word, prayer, and remembrance, ultimately linking Bede’s very 
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authorship of Cuthbert’s vita with his own desire to be remembered.  First, Bede specifies that 
this is not an initial petition but a reminder of a previous arrangement: he intends his audience to 
be “ammonendum” [reminded] of the gift of prayer he anticipates from them.  Thus, Bede’s own 
diligence in producing the vita—which he has just detailed in the preceding passages of the 
prologue—is positioned as a prerogative for their swift recompense of prayers.  Bede further 
indicates that the written work itself will serve as a mnemonic for not only the saint, but Bede 
himself: he urges that, by the reading of this “eundem librum” [same book] and with inspiration 
from the “pia sanctissimi patris memoria” [the pious memory of the holy father], they would 
“quoque paruitate memineritis diuinam exorare clementiam” [remember also to intercede with 
the divine clemency on behalf of one so insignificant].  In other words, Bede intends this vita as 
a tool to preserve the memory of Saint Cuthbert, and as a written text whose very use and 
consumption will also motivate the remembrance in prayer of Bede himself.  To ensure their 
motivation to remember him, Bede also makes clear that he is not requesting remembrance out of 
vanity, but out of necessity: by underscoring his own insignificance (“mea…paruitate”), Bede 
juxtaposes his own unworthiness to the great holiness of his subject, thereby demonstrating his 
great need for their intercession.  His authorship is thus used simultaneously as evidence of his 
deserving their prayers—after having so carefully and obediently produced the vita—and as a 
demonstration of his need for their prayers, given his great insignificance in light of the holy 
figure of the vita.  
What is significant about Bede’s request here is the degree of specificity he uses to 
explain the nature and timing of their prayers for him.  Namely, Bede distinguishes between their 
prayers for him while he is alive and their continued—and even more critical—intercession for 
him after his death.  He states that he desires their prayers now, that he would be worthy with a 
  
181 
 
“pura mente” [pure heart], and also “in futuro perfecta beatitudine merear uidere bona Domini in 
terra uiuentium” [hereafter, in perfect bliss, “to see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the 
living”].  Knowing that the Lindisfarne monks will have access to this vita while he yet lives, 
Bede entreats their remembrance of him in prayer in the present so that he may be made worthy 
to take part in the Lord’s work during his life.  His main focus in this section, however, is the 
community’s postmortem intercession, to which Bede turns in the very next line:  
[...] sed et me defuncto pro redemtione animae meae quasi pro familiaris et 
uernaculi uestri orare et missas facere, et nomen meum inter uestra scribere 
dignemini.
22
 
 
[Moreover, when I am dead, deign to pray for the redemption of my soul, and to 
offer masses as though I belonged to your family and household, and to inscribe 
my name among your own.] 
 
The degree to which the latter is Bede’s primary concern is revealed in the specific details he 
ascribes to their postmortem prayers: asking that they intercede “pro redemtione animae meae” 
[for the redemption of my soul], Bede requests that he be treated as a member of their “familiaris 
et uernaculi” [family and household] through having masses celebrated for him and having his 
name written “inter uestra” [among your own] in their register.  While this request demonstrates 
a desire to be considered part of the community of Lindisfarne, the nature of the request itself is 
what is of key interest here.  His belonging to their community is situated as both postmortem, 
through the performance of masses for the dead, and literal, as his name would be inscribed 
alongside the names of others in their community and they would have his book in their own 
library.  As additional insurance to this end, Bede immediately adds,  
Nam et tu sanctissime antistes hoc te mihi promisisse iam retines.  In cuius etiam 
testimonium futurae conscriptionis religioso fratri nostro Gudfrido mansionario 
praecepisti, ut in albo uestrae sanctae congregationis meum nunc quoque nomen 
apponeret.
23
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[For, most holy bishop, you remember that you have already promised me this, 
and, in witness to my future enrolment [sic], you gave orders to our pious brother 
Guthfrith the sacrist that he should even now place my name in the register of 
your holy congregation.] 
 
Through this direct address to Bishop Eadfrith, Bede indicates that his petition to have his name 
written in their register is not merely posturing to curry favor with the bishop, but a very real 
request, important enough that Bede has already made arrangements and is here reminding the 
bishop of his earlier promise.  What is striking is that Bede’s appeal to be treated as a part of the 
community at Lindisfarne is related entirely to his remembrance in writing and after death.  His 
request for mass to be celebrated on his behalf implies that his name would be entered in a 
necrology, with the mass likely performed annually on his death day.  Further, the registry 
(album) in which he desires inclusion is likely the standard list of names of the living and the 
dead kept at Lindisfarne, akin to the monastic memorial books and liber vitae that have survived 
from Anglo-Saxon England.  In fact, the earliest surviving example of the latter is the Durham 
Liber Vitae, in which Bede’s name appears among the original ninth-century core of some 3,120 
names.
24
  These records of confraternity are built on the “notion of mutual intercession,” but the 
written record was also “bound up with the more ancient practice of recording names to recite in 
the liturgy, and the act of writing a person’s name in a liber vitae could come to be taken as a 
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visible sign that they had become part of the fellowship of that community.”25  The “visible sign” 
of written text thus became the very mechanism of remembrance within these communities.  
Bede’s inclusion in the album at Lindisfarne, therefore, is not merely a social or political symbol 
demonstrating Bede’s association with this monastic house; rather, having his name written 
among theirs suggests Bede’s view that writing itself was invested with the power of 
remembrance for the dead.  His request is ultimately to be treated as one of their community in 
death, with writing supplying the assurance of their prayers for his soul postmortem.  
 The prologue’s last indication of Bede’s intentions with this vita is in the final turn back 
to his work as an author.  Immediately after reminding the bishop of his orders to have the sacrist 
register Bede’s name, Bede states,  
Sciat autem sanctitas uestra quia uitam eiusdem Deo dilecti patris nostri quam 
uobis prosa editam dedi, aliquanto quidem breuius, sed eodem tamen ordine 
rogantibus quibusdam e nostris fratribus heroicis dudum uersibus edidi.
26
  
 
[You should also know, holy father, that the life of this same father of ours, the 
beloved of God, which I have given you in a prose version, I also formerly 
produced, at the request of some of our brethren, in heroic verse, somewhat 
shorter indeed, but similarly arranged.] 
 
Continuing his direct address to Bishop Eadfrith, Bede juxtaposes his desire to be written into the 
register to a reference to his metrical version of the Vita Sancti Cuthberti, essentially a reminder 
of the writing Bede has already accomplished.  After offering to acquire a copy for the bishop, 
Bede further remarks that in the preface of the metrical vita, “promisi me alias de uita et 
miraculis eius latius esse scripturum”27 [I promised that I would write more fully on another 
occasion about his life and miracles], and that this prose vita is intended as fulfillment of that 
promise.  Given the careful rhetorical structure of this prologue, it is far from accidental that 
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Bede bookends his request for prayer between two statements of his written work, both in 
connection with Lindisfarne.  What Bede has achieved here is the layering of his own fulfilled 
promise to write in memoriam of Cuthbert with the reminder of the bishop’s promise to write 
Bede into the community of Lindisfarne to ensure Bede’s own remembrance after death.  While 
Bede in no way equates himself with the saint about whom he writes, the effect of these 
promised actions is unmistakably similar: writing is the mechanism by which remembrance is 
achieved, with the vita memorializing the saint for the monks at Lindisfarne even as it reminds 
them to pray for Bede, its author.  Moreover, this same written work—per Bede’s juxtaposition 
of requests—is meant to incite the bishop to ensure the inscription of Bede’s own name, and thus 
his commemoration, in Lindisfarne’s registry.  In effect, every part of this prologue points back 
to his earlier statement, “sed cum eundem librum relegentes, [...] quoque paruitate memineritis 
diuinam exorare clementiam”28 [but reading the same book, ...you may remember also to 
intercede with the divine clemency on behalf of one so insignificant].  By connecting his role as 
wordsmith to the power of the written word, which evokes his memory and affects the 
redemption of his soul, Bede is suggesting that writing stands at the very heart of monastic 
remembrance.  It is owing to his writing of the vita that Bede hopes to be on the minds and thus 
in the prayers of the monks at Lindisfarne.  
The way Bede structures his petition to the community at Lindisfarne in the prologue of 
the prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti indicates that, for both Bede and his monastic audience, written 
text is inextricably linked to commemoration, both of the saint and of his hagiographer.  Bede 
essentially treats his authorship of both vitae as written relics for his own remembrance, in 
addition to their primary role of preserving and conveying the life, miracles, and death of Saint 
Cuthbert.  I would argue that it is significant that Bede reflects on his work as a critical feature of 
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his remembrance, taking the written word as both a conveyor of information and a mnemonic for 
its writer, compiler, or commentator.  Without suggesting that Bede was preempting his 
application for sainthood, I would argue that we can read Bede’s curriculum vitae appended to 
the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum as a self-consciously crafted list of such “relics,” 
meant to evoke his memory.  Since we have evidence for Bede’s deduction that one could be 
remembered by the texts one writes, it is perhaps an opportune time to throw new light on this 
list of written works.   
 
Bede’s Curriculum Vitae 
Bede’s curriculum vitae is part of a colophon to the final version of the last chapter of 
Book V of Bede’s Historia and immediately follows a brief autobiography of Bede’s life and 
education at Wearmouth-Jarrow.
 29
  Bede’s curriculum vitae itself has been mined for 
information about Bede’s prolific authorship and has been discussed in terms of its 
conventionality,
30
 as well as the physical survival of Bede’s work and the probable contents of 
the libraries at Wearmouth-Jarrow.
31
  It has not, however, been read as a rhetorical piece that 
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meaningfully reflects Bede’s views on his own remembrance through his written works as he 
neared the end of his life.  Some critics, including N. J. Higham, have cautioned against reading 
the autobiographical remarks and inclusion of this curriculum vitae with an uncritical eye: “It is 
poor history to take this passage out of context and present it as a neutral and objective account 
of Bede’s life and as if invested with some universal validity capable of speaking literally to the 
present regarding the innermost thoughts of its author on himself.”32  But read in tandem with 
Bede’s views on his written work as a means to remembrance, this ending for the Historia is not 
merely an indication of Bede’s authority as a writer, but a mechanism to ensure his remembrance 
through clearly associating Bede with the texts he leaves behind.  Bede introduces the 
curriculum vitae by stating the purpose for all the written work he accomplished in his life:  
Ex quo tempore accepti presbyteratus usque ad annum aetatis meae LVIIII haec in 
Scripturam sanctam meae meorumque necessitati ex opusculis uenerabilium 
patrum breuiter adnotare, siue etiam ad formam sensus et interpretationis eorum 
superadicere curaui.
33
 
 
[From the time I became a priest until the fifty-ninth year of my life I have made 
it my business, for my own benefit and that of my brothers, to make brief extracts 
from the works of the venerable fathers on the holy Scriptures, or to add notes of 
my own to clarify their sense and interpretation.]  
 
Here Bede explains his motivation for which he undertook the writing, copying, and commentary 
of these works, which range from extracts of Genesis and several books of the Gospels, to a book 
of letters and a number of hagiographies.  What Bede does not tell us, however, is his reason for 
including such a detailed list here; certainly, his stated concern with edification and clarifying 
theological issues for his community at Wearmouth-Jarrow means that this list also makes 
evident what Bede did not write, should there be any concern over a work’s suitability.34  But 
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given Bede’s view of the mnemonic function of his writing in the prologue to his prose Vita 
Sancti Cuthberti, this list does not serve merely as a catalog of his life’s work, or even as a 
résumé to bolster one’s confidence in the history that precedes it.  Rather, the curriculum vitae 
serves as an inventory of the works that Bede associated with himself and that would thus bring 
him to mind—and consequently into the prayers—of future readers.  In other words, this list 
does inform readers of the Historia of Bede’s other works, but it also actively connects Bede 
with every work on this list, which would, upon their use, necessarily evoke the remembrance of 
Bede as their author or redactor.  
 This reading of Bede’s curriculum vitae is supported by the text that immediately follows 
the list of works in this colophon to the Historia.  Without any transition or explanation, the 
curriculum vitae is abruptly bookended by a prayer to Christ, in which Bede asks that  
[...] ut cui propitius donasti uerba tuae scientiae dulciter haurire, dones etiam 
benignus aliquando ad te, fontem omnis sapientiae, peruenire, et parere semper 
ante faciem tuam.
35
  
 
[...just as you have generously granted me to drink sweetly of the words of your 
wisdom, grant also, generous one, that I may journey at length to you, fount of all 
wisdom, and always be seen before your face.]  
 
On the one hand, this simple prayer links Bede’s written work—an implicit derivative of the 
“uerba… scientiae” [words of wisdom] granted by God to him—to the whole of salvation 
history, the communication of which was his primary aim with the Historia.  As Higham 
remarks, Bede’s prayer of thanks for the scriptures, “with which his own words just written are 
thereby connected, [...] acknowledges once again the divine aid vouchsafed the author in closing 
his Ecclesiastical History of the English People.”36  The divine aid in completing the Historia 
thus bolsters the work’s authority, reinforcing its connection to scripture.  Yet in linking Bede’s 
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own work with the munificence of the Savior, this prayer reflects Bede’s hope as an individual in 
the journey to Christ after death, which ultimately associates his written work to his salvation.  In 
other words, given the proximity of his curriculum vitae to this colophonic prayer for salvation, 
it seems that Bede viewed his life’s work—the texts he copied, compiled, translated, interpreted, 
or rendered in prose or verse, all of which are listed here—as a vital part of that salvation.  What 
Bede is essentially asking for here is remembrance by Christ, the “fons omnis sapientiae,” based 
on Bede’s lifelong use of this divinely granted gift in producing each of the written works on the 
preceding list.   
The immediate context of the curriculum vitae, when taken together with Bede’s known 
position on his writing and remembrance, indicates that Bede left this detailed list self-
consciously, knowing that his written works would continue to be associated with him and thus 
have a particular meaning after his death.  As such, this curriculum vitae is a sort of index for 
Bede’s “textual relics,” vestiges of his life as a historian, hagiographer, and exegete that would—
through subsequent reading and copying—evoke his memory and, thus, the prayers for his soul 
he so adamantly requested in his prologue to the prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti.  In my reading, this 
ending of the Historia is notable not because it objectively portrays Bede’s autobiography or 
personal fears about salvation, but because it implicitly projects a relationship between a writer 
and his memory, which is preserved in the very texts associated with him.  Thus, the 
“objectivity” of the first-person discourse and curriculum vitae lies not in the attempt to relay 
veritable emotions and facts, but in linking unequivocally all of Bede’s written work with 
himself for the purpose of remembrance.  
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Cuthbert’s Epistola de Obitu Bedae  
Bearing in mind that Bede viewed his own written work as key to his remembrance, we 
now turn to the presentation of Bede’s final days in Cuthbert’s Epistola de Obitu Bedae, written 
by Bede’s pupil, Cuthbert the deacon, in the weeks following Bede’s death.  This letter has 
received a great deal of attention for its preservation of an Old English poem known as Bede’s 
Death Song, which has survived in 29 copies, all of which are in the context of Cuthbert’s 
letter.
37
  The Epistola de Obitu Bedae has consequently been the focus of speculation regarding 
which of its details are “authentic” witnesses to these events38 and which are crafted with an eye 
toward Bede’s later canonization.39  In my reading, the letter’s reflection of the historical reality 
of Bede’s last days is less critical than the image of the dying Bede that Cuthbert has constructed 
for his readers; while we cannot know what actually transpired in these moments, we can 
perhaps explore, as Howell D. Chickering remarks, “What this mortal moment meant to Cuthbert 
and his audience.”40  Put another way, although this letter is certainly the product of particular 
motivations—perhaps namely to secure the sanctity of its subject—it nonetheless offers a picture 
of death that is imbued “with a particular set of culturally determined meanings,” which are our 
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interest here.
41
  Cuthbert’s letter presents ideologies about the death and remembrance of a holy 
writer that were held by Bede’s own community and, as I hope to show in the following 
discussion, by Bede himself.  
Of particular interest in the present study is Cuthbert’s consistently detailed account of 
Bede’s engagement with various texts, whether through singing, quotation, or transcription, in 
the moments leading up to his death.  This focus on the texts makes this death narrative unusual, 
as it is quite unlike the saintly deaths recorded by Bede himself; Cuthbert’s letter therefore 
invites the question of what the texts interwoven into this “mortal moment” meant to the letter’s 
author and recipients.  Certainly, none of the texts Cuthbert cites are particularly out of the 
ordinary; while the evidence of surviving eighth-century manuscripts is quite limited compared 
with the later Anglo-Saxon period, these texts—which come primarily from the New Testament, 
patristic works, and the liturgy—would not have been uncommon in the monastic communities 
who read his letter.
42
  That these texts were common is, I would suggest, part of the letter’s 
mnemonic function: it is my contention that this constant thread of textuality in Cuthbert’s letter 
emulates Bede’s own views of remembrance after death, perpetuating the discourse cultivated by 
Bede regarding the power of written text to inspire readers’ remembrance of its compiler or 
author.  By cataloging the texts that Bede encountered, recited, taught, or dictated in the final 
days of his life and on his deathbed, Cuthbert is not merely reiterating the learned nature of his 
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present discussion.  Ibid.  
42
 For a list of these texts, see above, page 176 n. 14. 
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teacher, but he is associating these texts with the memory of Bede.  Thus, while Bede 
communicates these texts orally, Cuthbert’s deliberate recording of the dying Bede’s orations 
and production of new texts alters the relationship between these spoken words and the 
materiality of the texts, which embody Bede’s speech after his death.  Read in this way, 
Cuthbert’s letter gives these common texts double meaning in the monastic community; for 
readers of Cuthbert’s words, these textual references are evidence of Bede’s role as scholar, 
teacher, or penitent even as they are mnemonics for Bede himself.  Thereafter associated with the 
story of Bede’s death, the texts cited by Cuthbert would evoke the memory of Bede, thus 
ensuring his remembrance.  
From the start of Cuthbert’s letter, which is addressed “Dilectissimo in Christo conlectori 
Cuthuuino”43 [To his beloved in Christ and fellow teacher Cuthwin], it is apparent that Cuthbert 
writes to an audience interested in the details of Bede’s death as a part of their remembrance of 
him.  Cuthbert remarks that he received Cuthwin’s letter, from which he “missas uidelicet et 
orationes sacrosanctas pro Deo dilecto patre ac nostro magistro Beda a uobis diligenter celebrari 
repperi”44 [learnt that...you are regularly offering masses and devout prayers for the benefit of 
God’s chosen servant Bede, our father and our master].  This opening passage reveals several 
significant details about the timing of the letter, Cuthbert’s audience, and his aims in writing the 
narrative of Bede’s death.  As Higham points out, this passage shows that the letter 
[…] was not written immediately after Bede’s death but only after a 
comparatively complex series of events: following his decease and burial, news 
had reached Cuthwin’s brethren by some unknown mechanism, who had reacted 
by remembering Bede in the mass and in their prayers; then Cuthwin had written 
to Cuthbert, apparently predominantly on unrelated matters, all before Cuthbert 
wrote the letter which survives.
45
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 Cuthbert, Epistola de Obitu Bedae, in HE (C&M), 580.  Translations are from Colgrave and Mynors’ edition 
unless otherwise noted.  
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Several weeks may have passed before Cuthbert sat down to pen this response to Cuthwin, and 
Higham contends that in this space of time “the significance of particular aspects of his last days 
was developed in discussion or personal reflection.”46  It does not follow, however, that this 
potential lack of exactitude and objectivity leaves the letter devoid of value; whatever 
developments or rhetorical shaping it may have undergone in the interim between Bede’s death 
and Cuthbert’s composition, the letter offers a perspective on holy dying that is clearly 
significant to both the letter’s author and his intended audience.  Even the details of Cuthbert’s 
opening remarks, to which Higham refers above, reveal far more than just the passage of time.  
In the first place, it is significant that Cuthbert attributes the decision to write this brief account 
to Cuthwin’s interest in how Bede “migrauerit e seculo”47 [departed from this world].  This 
consideration of audience is also seen in Cuthbert’s reference to Bede as “patre ac nostro 
magistro”48 [our father and our master], which shows through the plural adjective “nostro” [our] 
that Cuthbert and his audience have a mutual attachment to Bede; Cuthwin is Cuthbert’s “fellow-
lector”49 and this phrase shows their common position with respect to Bede.  Perhaps most 
significantly, Cuthbert’s response in the letter’s opening indicates that Cuthwin’s community has 
already begun to offer masses and prayers for Bede, demonstrating that the letter’s recipients are 
concerned about Bede’s passing and seek further details as a part of their continued intercessions 
for Bede.  Cuthbert’s remark that this practice in their community is being carried out 
“diligenter”50 [diligently] reveals the degree to which the recipients of the letter were already 
engaged in the commemoration of Bede through their intercession for his soul.  In other words, 
                                                 
46
 Ibid.  
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 Cuthbert, Epistola, 580; my translation.  
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 Ibid. 
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 Whitelock, “Bede and His Teachers,” 33.  
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 Cuthbert, Epistola, 580; my translation.  
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Cuthbert is writing to a community invested in the remembrance of Bede, which necessarily 
establishes a backdrop for Cuthbert’s response to Cuthwin and his community.  Indeed, the 
letter’s preservation expands dramatically this monastic context: Cuthbert’s letter maintained 
remarkable popularity among widespread monastic communities, shown by the sheer number of 
manuscripts of Cuthbert’s letter—of which some 45 copies survive—and “their geographical 
diffusion from England to southern Germany, Austria, and Switzerland (where monastic 
communities with ties to the missionary activities of Anglo-Saxon monks flourished) […].”51  
The wide appeal of Cuthbert’s account suggests that it was integral to the shared monastic 
memory of Bede and the subsequent development of his cult across Europe.
52
  Read within this 
framework of monastic remembrance, then, the details Cuthbert includes in his account of 
Bede’s death—particularly the explicit references to Bede’s use of text, whether antiphons, 
scripture, patristic writings, or vernacular poetry—are meant to anchor the memory of Bede to 
texts his contemporaries would have themselves known and used.  As I proceed through the 
detailed contents of the letter in the discussion that follows, my aim is to explore how Cuthbert 
recounts and interprets the texts the dying Bede was supposed to have read, heard, and written, 
and what they might have meant for Bede in his final days and hours, and for the monastic 
audience of Cuthbert’s letter.  
 Cuthbert first situates the timeline of Bede’s illness and death in the liturgical calendar, 
his sickness taking hold over the course of several weeks from a fortnight before Easter (early 
April 735) through Bede’s death on the Ascension (26 May).53  This section of Cuthbert’s letter 
gives its recipients a firsthand glimpse of what those final days were like: how Bede passed the 
                                                 
51
 Reichardt, “Bede on Death,” 59.  
52
 Elliott Van Kirk Dobbie discusses both the insular and continental versions of Cuthbert’s letter in The 
Manuscripts of Cædmon’s Hymn and Bede’s Death Song (New York: Columbia University Press, 1937), 49–105.  
53
 According to the Julian Calendar, Easter was on 17 April in 735 and Colgrave and Mynors note that Ascension 
Day in that year was 26 May; see Cuthbert, Epistola, 580 n. 2. 
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nights in prayer and intermittent sleep, maintained a cheerful disposition, gave lessons to his 
students, chanted the Psalter “prout potuit”54 [in so far as he was able], and, upon waking each 
day, how he “statim consueta scripturarum modulamina ruminabat”55 [at once ruminated on the 
familiar melodies of scripture] with arms outstretched.  In describing these first few weeks of 
illness, Cuthbert shows us Bede seeming, in many ways, to carry on his usual life in the 
monastery.  This sequence not only lends a degree of verisimilitude to Cuthbert’s narrative, but it 
also invokes the universality of experience in the textual communities to which Cuthbert, Bede, 
and the letters’ readers all belong.  Cuthbert portrays “typical” monastic behavior here through 
Bede’s engagement with a few unnamed texts, such as the “consueta scripturarum modulamina” 
[familiar melodies of scripture], which suggests from the outset that these “familiar melodies” 
were familiar not only to Bede, but also to those within the implied textual community for whom 
Cuthbert writes.  The specifically named texts that Bede sang and taught are mentioned only 
after this opening section of the letter, once Bede takes up the role of the admonishing teacher 
and as his health continues to decline.  It is therefore notable that the first texts that Cuthbert 
names explicitly are ones that deal with the subject of death and judgment, starting with Bede’s 
singing of the famous Death Song.
56
   
 This five-line Old English poem on the parting of body and soul and the necessity to 
prepare for God’s judgment has garnered a great deal of attention as the only vernacular poetry 
attributed to Bede, and the problem of attribution has been the chief focus of many critics of 
Cuthbert’s letter.57  In his recent study of the dynamics of textual and written traditions in Old 
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 Cuthbert, Epistola, 580; my translation. 
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 Ibid.; my translation. 
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 Reichardt, “Bede on Death,” 55.  The Death Song is included in the majority of extant copies of Cuthbert’s letter; 
see above, page 189.  
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 Regarding the use of the vernacular for the Death Song, Reichardt remarks that the poem can be “regarded as 
another illustration of his master’s simplicity and humility in the face of death.  Though known primarily as a 
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English poetry, Thomas A. Bredehoft has convincingly refuted the claim of Bede’s originary 
authorship of the Death Song, which was held by critics such as Elliott Van Kirk Dobbie.
58
  
Bredehoft contends that “it is probably more useful to understand Bede here as playing the role 
of reciter and tradition-bearer” rather than to consider him an author “in our sense of originary 
production.”59  I aim to show that the way in which the song is contextualized by Cuthbert offers 
further evidence to support the reading that Bede is reciting a song he knew, rather than 
producing an “original” composition here.  As such, the Death Song is further evidence of 
Bede’s lifelong work of compiling, commenting on, and passing on written knowledge for future 
generations.  First, just prior to introducing the Death Song, Cuthbert notes that Bede  
Canebat autem sententiam sancti Pauli apostoli dicentis, “Horrendum est incidere 
in manus Dei uiuentis”, et multa alia de sancta scriptura, in quibus nos a somno 
animae exurgere praecogitando ultimam horam admonebat.
60
  
 
[used to repeat that sentence from St. Paul, “It is a fearful thing to fall into the 
hands of the living God”, and many other verses of Scripture, urging us thereby to 
awake from the slumber of the soul by thinking in good time of our last hour.] 
 
In the first place, this citation of St. Paul offers Cuthbert a way to establish a frame of reference 
for Bede’s particular concerns about the urgent needs of the soul, to be considered by his pupils.  
Bede is thus shown in the role of teacher and mentor, urging those around him “to awake” 
(exurgere) from spiritual slumber while there is still time.  Cuthbert then remarks,  
In nostra quoque lingua, ut erat doctus in nostris carminibus, dicens de terribili 
exitu animarum e corpore: 
                                                                                                                                                             
scholar whose mastery of Latin was consummate, the Bede of Cuthbert’s letter is transformed by these few lines of 
Old English verse into a simple Anglo-Saxon monk speaking his native tongue.”  “Bede on Death,” 57.  
58
 Thomas A. Bredehoft, Authors, Audiences, and Old English Verse (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 
20–26.  Bredehoft cites Dobbie’s remarks in the headnote for Bede’s Death Song in ASPR 6, in which Dobbie states 
that “The text of Bede’s Death Song has been traditionally regarded as an original composition by Bede, uttered a 
short time before his death on May 26, 735.  This would seem to be the logical conclusion to draw from Cuthbert’s 
account, written, we may presume, shortly after the actual event.”  After noting Bulst’s unverified attribution of the 
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59
 Bredehoft, Authors, Audiences, 21.  
60
 Cuthbert, Epistola, 580. 
  
196 
 
Fore ðæm nedfere  nænig wiorðe 
ðonc snottora         ðon him ðearf siæ 
to ymbhycgenne ær his hinionge 
hwæt his gastæ godes oððe yfles 
æfter deað dæge doemed wiorðe.
61
   
 
[And in our own language—since he was learned in our songs—speaking of the 
soul’s frightful departure from the body:  
Before the inevitable journey, no one can be  
wiser in thought than he has need to be,  
considering before his departure hence  
what his spirit of good or of evil  
will be judged after the death day.]   
 
Read in context, Bede’s Death Song is an extension of Bede’s admonition to his pupils to prepare 
themselves for death and the judgment their souls will face, as one cannot be too wise to do 
otherwise.  Again shown in the role of teacher, Bede is urging them to ready themselves for 
Judgment Day, this time using vernacular poetry rather than a quotation from St. Paul to make 
his case.  Given that both the verse from Hebrews and the Death Song are placed in the 
framework of the instruction of pupils, it is also possible to read Bede’s use of vernacular poetry 
as a didactic tool: Cuthbert says that Bede used the quotation from St. Paul to admonish “nos” 
[us] and likewise introduces the Death Song by stating “in nostra...lingua.”  In other words, 
Bede’s Death Song is, like the quotation from Hebrews, framed as intended for its specific 
audience, including Cuthbert and the other pupils, and Bede himself.  In Bredehoft’s reading, 
Cuthbert’s description of Bede as “doctus in nostris carminibus” [learned in our songs] “can be 
taken to imply either skill in composing or in a more general familiarity with the genre, but 
without any explicit comment about Bede’s authorship here, it seems best to conclude that 
Cuthbert implies that Bede is quoting or (re)performing.”62  I would add that this concept of 
Bede “(re)performing” the Death Song rather than creating it is confirmed by Cuthbert’s 
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repeated use of a form of “dicens” in these two passages to introduce Bede’s engagement with 
these texts: first, the participle “dicentis” with reference to Bede’s quoting of St. Paul, and 
second, the “dicens”—which Bredehoft does mention—that introduces Bede’s delivery of the 
Death Song.
63
  In other words, Bede was “saying” (dicens) the lines of the Death Song in the 
same way that he quoted the words of St. Paul, which Bede obviously did not himself compose.  
Thus, because Cuthbert’s introduction of the Death Song mirrors his treatment of Bede’s 
quotation of other authors, treating this vernacular poem as a recitation is consistent with Bede’s 
use of texts in the rest of the letter.  While the notion that Bede composed vernacular poetry in 
such a Cædmon-esque fashion is understandably appealing to modern critics who privilege 
“original” authorship, the Death Song is no less significant in its own context if it is not by Bede, 
for the apt quotation of a traditional verse or proverb à propos of a present circumstance was a 
powerful means by which one showed both erudition and authority.
64
   
Quotation is also a mnemonic tool, linking the reciter to the quoted text, and it is this 
connection between textuality and memory that explains Cuthbert’s inclusion of Bede’s Death 
Song in his letter.  Bredehoft notes that “The explicitly vocal context of Bede’s recital of Bede’s 
Death Song clearly opens the door for the possibility of reading Bede as a tradition-bearer, 
passing along a traditional bit of oral verse that might (for Bede) have existed literally without 
any written antecedent.”65  If it is the case that Bede’s Death Song was a proverbial song with an 
oral antecedent prior to Cuthbert’s recording it here, then Bede’s recitation of it here—whether 
exact quotation or free—might indicate that it was familiar within his own community.  
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Certainly the other texts Cuthbert notes Bede reciting or dictating would have been familiar, and 
it is perhaps incorrect to consider Bede’s Death Song an anomaly simply because it is not 
attested elsewhere prior to Cuthbert’s letter.  Indeed, the surviving copies of the Death Song—all 
of which are contained in a copy of Cuthbert’s letter—outnumber even those of Cædmon’s 
Hymn.
66
  As Andy Orchard remarks, “Whether Bede composed the Death Song himself, or 
whether he recited it from memory (as the context of Cuthbert’s description, alongside 
memorized snatches of the Psalms, the Pauline Epistles, and the Canticles suggests), one might 
well think, given its length, circulation, and status, that it would have been a popular poem, 
although evidence of imitation is thin.”67  It is the very familiarity of the texts Bede used while 
dying that gives them their mnemonic power: by attributing to Bede not its composition, but its 
apt recitation, Cuthbert associates this poem, which was already in the popular memory, with 
Bede’s death so that it becomes not Bede’s Death Song but the song of Bede’s death.  
The Death Song Cuthbert has recorded shares many elements—both in theme and 
diction—with other Old English poems.  Several critics have pointed out the parallels between 
the particular diction of Bede’s Death Song and Maxims II, as well as to Beowulf and a short 
proverbial poem known as A Proverb from Winfrid’s Time;68 thematically, it also bears a striking 
resemblance to Bede’s own Latin poem, De Die Iudicii.69  In many ways, then, Bede’s Death 
Song is a highly conventional work in its use of themes that are so prevalent in Anglo-Saxon 
verse.  I would argue, however, that Cuthbert is fashioning Bede as far more than simply a 
“tradition-bearer” here.  The effect of Bede’s singing of this song is not merely the 
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demonstration of his familiarity with the vernacular tradition in addition to Latin literature, but to 
give the letter’s readers yet another performative context to remember Bede.  The fact that he is 
attributed with singing it here at this moment nearing the end of his own life is what is truly 
critical: any version of this vernacular song that was familiar to Northumbrian monks would, 
upon recitation, invoke the remembrance of Bede, who recited it for the comfort of himself and 
others in the final days of his life.  
 Following Bede’s Death Song, the next section of Cuthbert’s letter presents a view of 
Bede that is both emotionally more complex and more detailed in his quotation of text.  The 
density of quotations in Cuthbert’s letter—starting with the Death Song—is itself notable, 
particularly because these quoted passages showcase Bede’s emotional turmoil as he faces death 
and must leave his pupils.  I would argue that Bede’s emotional and textual engagement are 
deliberately intertwined here, developing a connection between Bede’s ending life and his dread 
of the “unfinished” text.  Cuthbert continues to amplify the concept of mentorship that underlies 
Bede’s quotation of St. Paul and the Death Song to show that Bede also recites texts for his own 
benefit and comfort as he approaches death.  Immediately following the full text of the Death 
Song, Cuthbert remarks that Bede “Cantabat etiam antiphonas ob nostram consolationem et 
sui”70 [used to sing antiphons too, for his own comfort and ours], and then he goes on to quote a 
particular antiphon, the Magnificat for Ascension Day.
71
  Cuthbert’s reference to the singing of 
antiphons not only is consistent with monastic practice,
72
 but rhetorically it also foreshadows 
Bede’s death since he later dies on Ascension Day.  But Cuthbert might have achieved as much 
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simply by naming the antiphon rather than quoting it in full, since it would have been recognized 
as having this association with the Ascension.  His choice to include the entire text should 
therefore not be overlooked because it indicates that its content is particularly important: after 
providing the full text of the antiphon, Cuthbert notes that when Bede came to the lines that state,  
[…] “ne derelinquas nos orphanos”, prorupit in lacrimas et multum flebat.  Et post 
horam coepit repetere quae inchoauerat, et sic cotidie faciebat.  Et nos quidem 
haec audientes luximus cum illo et fleuimus; altera uice legimus, altera 
plorauimus, immo cum fletu legimus.
73
  
 
[…“leave us not comfortless”, he broke down and wept; it was an hour before he 
tried to repeat what he had left unfinished, and so it was every day.  And when we 
heard it, we shared his sorrow; we read and wept by turns, or rather, we wept 
continually as we read.]   
 
In this passage, Bede’s emotional turmoil and his recursive attempt to get through the antiphonal 
line “ne derelinquas nos orphanos” [leave us not comfortless] is particularly striking.  In the first 
place, Cuthbert’s framing of this passage with the statement that Bede routinely sang antiphons 
“ob nostram consolationem et sui” [for his own comfort and ours] highlights the peculiarity of 
this particular recitation of the antiphon, which brings Bede and those with him so much anguish 
that they cannot finish reading.  The intensity of emotion and weeping here has been interpreted 
as indicative of Bede’s penitence,74 but it has also been explained as showing Bede’s saintliness 
through foreknowledge of his death since the antiphon is associated with the Ascension, the day 
on which Bede later dies; as Chickering remarks,  
That Bede should have been so devastated, for a whole hour of time, by the 
thought of being left comfortless is highly unusual in this kind of writing.  It is 
hardly coincidence that the writer has selected for prominent quotation an 
antiphon used on the very day Bede will die.  His intense reaction to it surely 
implies that he has foreknowledge of the precise date, as happens in many saints’ 
lives.  But saints who die according to this pattern imbibe their foreknowledge 
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with unremitting thanksgiving. [...] Evidently [Bede] had an overwhelming 
feeling of desolation, perhaps of abandonment.
75
 
 
Chickering takes Bede’s intensely human emotion here as evidence that Cuthbert’s letter “was 
meant to be understood as an authentic report” and that by showing more than the typical amount 
of weeping, the “Bede of the letter” exhibits “deep emotional turmoil at the thought of soon 
meeting his Maker and being judged for all eternity.”76  While the weeping in this passage may 
have the effect of verisimilitude, I would argue that there is rhetorical shaping here that 
interweaves Bede’s emotions with his engagement with named, quoted texts as a teacher and 
mentor, rather than as a man afraid of the potential suffering of death; in other words, Bede’s 
weeping might be said to add emphasis to this particular line, his tears indicating “the profound 
significance of the situation.”77  Certainly, the close proximity of Bede’s weeping at the antiphon 
to his recitation of the Death Song
78
 suggests that reciting the poem about death’s inevitability 
contributed to Bede’s difficulty with the antiphon’s message of human suffering.  But since 
Cuthbert has told us that Bede sang antiphons for his own and others’ comfort, Bede’s weeping 
here must be more than simply evidence of his anxiety about death, or even his foreknowledge of 
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his death, which is addressed at another point in Cuthbert’s letter.79  That Bede breaks down here 
provokes us to question why this particular line of the antiphon caused him such intense sorrow.  
I would suggest that this passage places consistent emphasis on the acts of reading, repetition, 
and incompletion, which resonates with Bede’s urgency that immediately follows it in the 
compilation and copying of texts that he will leave behind for his pupils.    
 Owing to the consistent emphasis on Bede’s role as a mentor, I read the antiphonal line 
“ne derelinquas nos orphanos” [leave us not comfortless], which caused Bede so much trouble, 
not as indicative of Bede’s fear of suffering, but as an expression of his anxiety over leaving his 
pupils.  This line of the antiphon can be translated literally as “do not leave us orphans,” and 
perhaps Bede—who is joined in the reading and weeping by members of his community, 
including Cuthbert himself—interprets the “leaving” in this line not as himself being abandoned, 
but as his own abandonment of the pupils in his charge, his “orphans.”80  The knowledge of 
death’s inevitability, made clear in his earlier recitation of the Death Song, is here coupled with 
the idea of separation of earthly relationships; Bede has been labeled by Cuthbert as “patre ac 
nostre magistro” [our father and our master], so it is fitting for the “orphanos” here to be the 
spiritual “children” he leaves behind.  Indeed, Bede refers directly to his pupils as “pueri mei”81 
[my children] in the very next passage regarding his desire to finish for their benefit a translation 
of John and selections from Isidore;
82
 their education and spiritual well-being after his death is of 
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time of death.  Ibid., 582, 583.  Rather, Cuthbert’s own assumption that Bede did know might be taken as part of 
Cuthbert’s literary strategy of showing Bede’s saintliness, since foreknowledge of death is a typical element of a 
saintly death.  See Reichardt, “Bede on Death,” 56–57.   
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paramount concern in Bede’s final days.  This reading of the origin of Bede’s anxiety is also 
supported by Bede’s own discussion of the line “I will not leave you orphans; I will come to 
you” (John 14:18) in his Homily on the Pentecost (II.17), in which he discusses the provision of 
the Holy Spirit to believers.
83
  Bede explains that “Our Lord seemed to unbelievers to be leaving 
his disciples orphans when he died on the cross.  But he did not leave orphans those to whom he 
presented himself alive after his passion […], and those to whom he granted the anointing of the 
Holy Spirit from heaven ten days after his assumption—that is, today.”84  The message here is 
about the provisions of grace for Christ’s disciples, who are not left comfortless at his Ascension.  
In discussing the traditional celebration of “the mysteries of baptism” to mark this day, Bede 
shows the extension of this provision: “In this way we celebrate not only the recollection of a 
former happening, but also a new coming in [the font] of the Holy Spirit upon new children by 
adoption.”85  Those who believe are not only “cleansed at the salvation-bearing baptismal font,” 
but they are also adopted—orphans no longer.  Cuthbert’s letter frames Bede’s concern for his 
own “children” in such terms, showing Bede’s investment in his pastoral role as a shepherd of 
Christ’s own followers.      
Moreover, Cuthbert’s description of Bede’s almost immediate shift toward coping with 
the prospect of suffering also suggests that Bede’s concern is not with his own comfort, but that 
of those he leaves behind.  Cuthbert remarks that between Easter and Pentecost, Bede was joyful 
and “Deo gratias referebat quia sic meruisset infirmari”86 [gave God thanks that he had been 
found worthy to suffer this sickness].  Bede’s apparent acceptance of the suffering mentioned in 
the antiphon is also reinforced by his additional quotation of text: Cuthbert states,  
                                                 
83
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[…] et saepe dicebat “Flagellat Deus omnem filium quem recipit,” et sententiam 
Ambrosii: “Non sic uixi ut me pudeat inter uos uiuere; sed nec mori timeo, quia 
bonum Deum habemus.”87 
 
[He used to say frequently: “God scourges every son whom He receives,” and that 
sentence of St. Ambrose: “I have not lived so that I would be ashamed to reside 
among you; but I am not afraid to die either, because the God we have is good.”]  
 
These lines, which Bede draws from Hebrews 12:6 and Paulinus’ Life of Ambrose, suggest that 
Bede’s inability to cope with or even utter the antiphonal line “ne derelinquas nos orphanos” 
likely does not relate to his own suffering, which he clearly treats with pure joy.  Bede accepts 
the “scourging” of this illness and says he does not fear death, which is at odds with Chickering’s 
interpretation of Bede’s emotional distress with the antiphon in the previous lines of the letter.  
Moreover, Bede also uses Hebrews 12:6 in his homily on the beheading of John the Baptist 
(II.23), in which Bede chiefly addresses human suffering and death: this passage is quoted in the 
admonition that  
[…] we might consider and commit more actively to memory how almighty God 
allows his chosen ones and beloved servants, those he has predestined to life and 
his eternal kingdom, to be so stricken in this life by the persecution of the wicked, 
[and] to be wasted by so many kinds and such fierce punishments and deaths.  
This is so that when we have viewed the sufferings of perfect men, we may grieve 
less over the adversities that perhaps have happened to us, and learn instead to 
esteem it complete joy when we fall into various kinds of temptations [James 1:2], 
keeping in mind that The Lord chastises the one he loves, and scourges every 
child whom he receives [Heb. 12:6].
88
    
 
Bede’s view on suffering in this homily, then, is that suffering afflicts those who are beloved by 
God, and is to be taken as joy rather than hostility.  He goes on in Homily II.23 to remark that 
suffering was not a burden for those such as John the Baptist, “Rather it was bearable and 
desirable to suffer temporary torments for the sake of the truth, since they knew that they were 
going to be rewarded with perpetual joys.  They regarded death, which by natural necessity was 
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inevitable, as something desirable, along with the palm of eternal life, when they had confessed 
Christ’s name.”89  Suffering and death are, according to Bede, not only inevitable, but also 
necessary for one to enter into the eternal joys of heaven.  We have little reason, therefore, to 
read Cuthbert’s depiction of Bede, facing his own death, as fearful of suffering.  Cuthbert 
perhaps even mentions Hebrews 12:6 not only because this verse was well known by Bede, but 
also because that homily may have been known among those in his community, which gives this 
verse particular relevance in the narrative of Bede’s own death.90   
 Furthermore, Cuthbert’s choice to include Bede’s recitation of a line from the Life of 
Ambrose makes Bede’s position on suffering unmistakable even as it links Bede’s perspective 
with that of St. Ambrose.  Here Bede repeats the words of Ambrose, “Non sic uixi ut me pudeat 
inter uos uiuere; sed nec mori timeo, quia bonum Deum habemus”91 [“I have not lived so that I 
would be ashamed to reside among you; but I am not afraid to die either, because the God we 
have is good”].  While this association might be considered evidence of Cuthbert paving the way 
for Bede’s canonization, by putting the words of Ambrose in the mouth of Bede, Cuthbert makes 
use of the linguistic concept of deixis: the language employed here is situational, with the 
personal pronoun I fundamentally dependent on context to identify its referent.  In Paulinus’ vita, 
the implicit ego and expressed me both mean “Ambrose,” but they refer to “Bede” in the context 
of Cuthbert’s letter.”92  Cuthbert has reapplied grammatically these direct quotations to the ego 
                                                 
89
 Ibid., 238.  
90
 Several of the other scriptural references Cuthbert makes in the rest of the Epistola de Obitu Bedae are among the 
verses Bede himself quotes in his Homilies on the Gospels, including John 6:1–14, which is part of the portion of the 
Book of John the dying Bede translates via dictation to a pupil (Homily II.13); 2 Timothy 4:6 (Homily II.22); and 
Isaiah 33:17 (Homilies I.19, I.24, and II.17).  In each case, I would argue that their familiarity is critical to their 
inclusion in Cuthbert’s letter, and would perhaps even be known by some in the monastic community through 
Bede’s own sermons.   
91
 Cuthbert, Epistola, 582. 
92
 Cuthbert’s use of direct speech framed with Bede as the speaker occurs again when Bede directly recites the 
words of Job (Job 32:22): “Discite cum festinatione, quia ‘nescio quamdiu subsistam, et si post modicum tollat me 
Factor meus’” [“Learn your lesson quickly now; for ‘I know not how long I may be with you, nor whether after a 
  
206 
 
and me of Bede himself.  Thus, while texts such as the Life of Ambrose would have been as well 
known to Cuthbert’s readers as the other textual references, the use of deixis does not simply 
affirm Bede’s authoritative knowledge of patristic and biblical texts, but situates these familiar 
texts in a new context that is aimed at the remembrance of Bede.  Recontextualized among the 
works cited throughout Bede’s suffering, these familiar lines are reapplied to the words of the 
dying Bede.  The use of deixis lends immediacy to the remembrance of Bede through these 
traditional texts, as the reader of Cuthbert’s letter may now associate not only Ambrose and 
others with these words, but also Bede himself.  
   Cuthbert’s account of Bede’s unfinished recitation of the antiphon is also significant for 
its introduction into Cuthbert’s letter of the concept of the “unfinished text,” which remains a 
constant focus of the dying Bede and has critical implications for how one can read both Bede’s 
role as teacher and the intersection of death and textuality in Cuthbert’s letter.  In reciting the 
antiphon, Bede did not merely fail to sing the line “ne derelinquas nos orphanos” and move on; 
Cuthbert remarks that “post horam coepit repetere quae inchoauerat” [it was an hour before he 
tried to repeat what he had left unfinished] and Bede’s attempts to finish the antiphon continued 
daily, when he was at times joined by others who read and wept alongside him.  This notion of 
“quae inchoauerat”—literally, “that which had been unfinished”—bears emphasis here, since it 
is the lack of finishing this line of text that spurred Bede to reattempt it day after day.  Without 
this line, the text was literally inchoate or incomplete, and Bede apparently refused to allow it to 
remain as such.  His desire to finish the antiphonal text is perhaps related to his purpose for 
reciting antiphons in the first place: they were not only for himself, but, as Cuthbert says, “ob 
nostram consolationem” [for our comfort], which indicates that Bede wished to model for his 
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pupils both perseverance and completion.  I would further suggest that “quae inchoauerat” could 
also here refer to Bede’s own life, which itself was not yet complete; here the unfinished text of 
the antiphon parallels Bede’s unfinished life, and it is a desire for completion—both literal and 
figurative—that seems to drive Bede forward in this passage.  
This reading of the “quae inchoauerat” is also supported by Bede’s desire to complete 
texts for the benefit of others, which becomes Bede’s sole focus in the remaining sections of 
Cuthbert’s letter.  It seems that, starting with the unfinished antiphon, Bede’s awareness of his 
impending death is transferred into the urgency to finish his life’s work.  Immediately following 
the quotation from the Life of Ambrose, Cuthbert remarks, 
In istis autem diebus duo opuscula multum memoria digna, exceptis lectionibus 
quas cotidie accepimus ab eo et cantu Psalmorum, facere studuit, id est a capite 
euangelii sancti Iohannis usque ad eum locum in quo dicitur “Sed haec quid sunt 
inter tantos?” in nostram linguam ad utilitatem ecclesiae Dei conuertit, et de libris 
Rotarum Ysidori episcopi exceptiones quasdam, dicens “Nolo ut pueri mei 
mendacium legant, et in hoc post meum obitum sine fructu laborent.”93 
 
[During those days there were two pieces of work worthy of record, besides the 
lessons which he gave us every day and his chanting of the Psalter, which he 
desired to finish: the gospel of St. John, which he was turning into our mother 
tongue to the great profit of the Church, from the beginning as far as the words 
“But what are they among so many?” and a selection from Bishop Isidore’s book 
On the Wonders of Nature; for he said, “I would not have my children learn 
falsehood, and laboring without gain on this after my death.”] 
 
This passage of the letter has been particularly scrutinized both because neither of these texts 
appear to have survived
94
 and because of how it discloses Bede’s skeptical attitude toward the 
writings of Isidore.
95
  What is critical for our purposes is not so much the identity of the texts 
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themselves, but the framework of urgency and completion in which Bede places them: this 
translation of John into English and the corrective version of Isidore’s De Natura Rerum are both 
works which Bede “facere studuit”—literally, “desired to produce or bring into existence”—
because he is running out of time.  With regard to the latter text in particular, the urgency is 
palpable, as Bede suggests that his influence over whether his pupils “mendacium legant” 
[should learn falsehood] depends on his completion of this redacted text.  Once again, Bede’s 
concern is for the “children” he leaves behind; he essentially acknowledges that the time to be 
categorized as “post meum obitum” [after my death] is swiftly approaching and this emended 
version of Isidore will, in essence, stand in for Bede’s own teaching and correction.  Bede’s 
desire to finish a text—here, specifically a written, not simply recited or quoted, text—for the 
benefit of others is compelled by the ever-shrinking span of his remaining days.     
It is also critical to note that Bede’s acknowledgement of the written text remaining “post 
meum obitum” is specifically associated with his translation of John and redaction of Isidore’s 
De Natura Rerum.  These are the first texts mentioned in the letter that are named as Bede’s own 
work, rather than simply texts that he is quoting or reciting.  As if extending the curriculum vitae 
Bede appended to his Historia Ecclesiastica, Cuthbert adds these two texts to the Bedan corpus 
under the same criterion Bede himself gave the works on his list: these were produced “meae 
meorumque necessitati”96 [for the benefit of me and mine].  I argue that Cuthbert’s references to 
these works are not mere bibliographical updates on Bede’s unfinished Nachlaß;97 rather, 
Cuthbert here extends the discourse of Bede’s prologue to the prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti by 
giving the letter’s recipients two additional texts by which to remember Bede after his death.  
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Implicit in Cuthbert’s letter is the work of “literary remains”98 in practices of memoria: a work 
written by or associated with an individual becomes a mnemonic by which to remember him 
after death.  Like Bede’s request to the community at Lindisfarne upon his gift of the Vita Sancti 
Cuthberti that they would remember and pray for him when “eundem librum relegentes”99 
[reading this same book], his translation of John and reworking of Isidore are positioned as 
mnemonics.  Moreover, because these two texts are produced in the temporal space of Cuthbert’s 
narrative about Bede’s death, these works are positioned as the most important texts for Bede’s 
remembrance: they are among the final works associated with Bede in the letter and are framed 
as the very last texts that Bede had a direct hand in producing.  Their significance, therefore, 
goes beyond the mere listing of two additional Bedan texts: since these works are now 
specifically associated with Bede’s death, they must be accorded a particular place in the corpus.  
In the case of the translation of John in particular, its production is of special significance to our 
examination of the alignment of texts and death, since—as will be discussed at length below—its 
completion is timed in accord with the moment of Bede’s death.  
The urgency in the references to written texts and the act of writing in Cuthbert’s letter 
increase in the final full day of Bede’s life, during which the “unfinished text” becomes fully 
established as a metaphor for Bede’s ending life, rather than simply an obstacle for Bede as a 
dying but determined mentor.  Cuthbert remarks that Bede’s breathing worsens prior to 
Ascension Day and although he continues to teach and dictate cheerfully to his pupils, he 
repeatedly tells them Job’s declaration, “Discite cum festinatione, quia ‘nescio quamdiu 
subsistam, et si post modicum tollat me Factor meus’”100 [“Learn your lesson quickly now; for ‘I 
know not how long I may be with you, nor whether after a short time my Maker may not take me 
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from you’”].  Through the words of Job, Bede puts his role as teacher in the sharp focus of his 
impending death.  Cuthbert claims, “Nobis tamen uidebatur, ne forte exitum suum bene 
sciret,”101 [But it seemed to us that he knew very well when his end should be], and while 
perhaps Cuthbert suggests Bede’s lack of foreknowledge in order to display Bede’s complete 
humility,
102
 it is certain that the insistence with which he addresses his pupils is amplified here 
from earlier in the letter.  Cuthbert unmistakably indicates Bede’s priorities by remarking that, at 
daybreak the very next day, Bede “praecepit diligenter scribi quae coeperamus”103 [gave 
instructions for the writing, which we had begun, to be finished without delay].  The text is 
unnamed, but it is fairly certain that Bede’s focus on this day is dictating his translation of the 
Book of John, and Cuthbert’s explanation of these events demonstrates Bede’s resolve to 
complete it: while the others leave for the procession “cum reliquiis sanctorum”104 [with the 
relics of saints], one pupil remains with Bede and says to him, “Adhuc capitulum unum de libro 
quem dictasti deest, et uidetur mihi tibi difficile esse plus te interrogare” [“There is still one 
chapter short of that book you were dictating, but I think it will be hard on you to ask any more 
questions”], to which Bede responds, “‘Facile est.  Accipe tuum calamum et tempera, 
festinanterque scribe.’ Et ille hoc fecit” [“It is not hard.  Take your pen and mend it, and then 
write fast.”  And so he did].105  In addition to demonstrating Bede’s perseverance and the 
urgency of his approach, the details Cuthbert includes in this passage highlight Bede’s 
immediacy with the writing of this text.  His dialogue with this particular pupil—called Wilberht 
later in the letter—highlights the process of Bede’s dictation; the boy is concerned that it would 
be too difficult for Bede, in his weakened state, if Wilberht continued to question his master, 
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which shows that Bede’s dictation is not a passive activity, but one that requires Bede’s active 
response to the boy’s inquiry.  This picture of Bede’s agency in the writing of the translation 
corresponds with Cuthbert’s earlier remark that Bede “praecepit diligenter scribi quae 
coeperamus”—literally, “thoroughly instructed to be written, that which we had started.”  
Moreover, Bede’s command to Wilberht here lends Bede a physical immediacy to his text as it is 
written by proxy: he states that Wilberht should take up his pen and “tempera,” which Colgrave 
and Mynors translate as “mend” and which could also be understood as the combining or mixing 
involved in preparing the ink.
106
  The inclusion of seemingly mundane details related to the 
material aspect of writing does not merely lend authenticity to Cuthbert’s account, it brings Bede 
as near as possible to the physical act of writing this text.  
Cuthbert interrupts his narrative of the writing of Bede’s translation of John with a 
vignette of Bede’s distribution of his possessions, which further demonstrates Cuthbert’s 
rhetorical alignment of the written text with the remembrance of Bede.  After dictating to 
Wilberht until the ninth hour, Bede makes a specific, entirely unrelated, request to Cuthbert:  
“Quaedam preciosa in mea capsella habeo, id est piperum, oraria et incensa.  Sed 
curre uelociter, et adduc presbiteros nostri monasterii ad me, ut ego munuscula, 
qualia mihi Deus donauit, illis distribuam.”  Et hoc cum tremore feci.  Et 
praesentibus illis locutus est ad eos et unumquemque, monens et obsecrans pro eo 
missas et orationes diligenter facere.  Et illi libenter spoponderunt.
107
 
 
[“I have a few treasures in my box, some pepper, handkerchiefs, and incense.  
Run quickly and fetch the priests of our monastery, and I will share among them 
such little presents as God has given me.”  I did so, trembling.  And when they 
came to that place, he spoke to them and to each one singly, urging and begging 
them to offer masses and prayers diligently on his behalf, and they willingly 
promised.] 
 
Bede’s distribution of these items has sparked critical interest, both because these possessions 
demonstrate the far reach of such exotic goods, even to a remote priest in eighth-century 
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Northumbria, and because Bede’s possession of them in the first place calls into question the 
adherence to vows of poverty in Anglo-Saxon monastic life.
108
  Rather than focusing on the 
objects themselves, however, I would suggest reading this passage both in the context of Bede’s 
request to the monks at Lindisfarne voiced in his prologue to the prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti and 
in the immediate context of the letter, as Bede’s request to these priests is couched within the 
larger scene of the translation of the book of John.  Like the bequests of material goods made to 
religious communities in exchange for postmortem prayer and remembrance,
109
 Cuthbert’s 
introduction of physical objects associated with Bede that he leaves behind for these priests 
effectively discloses the mnemonic function of the textual relics in Cuthbert’s letter.   
Bede’s requests to the priests of his own community as he distributes these gifts echoes 
both the language of his appeal years before to the community of Lindisfarne, and the 
circumstances in which he voiced that request.  With a sense of this dying man’s desperation 
embedded in the participles “monens” [urging] and “obsecrans” [begging], Cuthbert says Bede 
asks these priests “pro eo missas et orationes diligenter facere” [to offer masses and prayers 
diligently on his behalf], which repeats Bede’s request in the prologue to the Vita Sancti 
Cuthberti that the monks of Lindisfarne “orare et missas facere” [pray and offer masses].110  It is 
critical to note that, in both cases, Bede makes this request only after offering them a physical 
gift, with the circumstances of its receipt imbuing that object with additional significance.  While 
in the case of the pepper, handkerchiefs, and incense, Cuthbert does not record all of Bede’s 
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exact words to the priests as he distributed these gifts, he does note that Bede speaks to them 
collectively and individually to make his urgent request.  The verbal circumstances of their 
giving make these gifts textualized objects; as Hallam and Hockey remark regarding tokens of 
affection given at the deathbed in early modern England, “Word spoken during the act of giving 
or inscribed upon the object would further delineate the object’s personal meaning and thus 
words were bound up with the material, tactile dimensions of embodied social interaction and 
exchange.”111  Although Bede does not give these gifts as love tokens, his words spoken with 
great care and urgency during the act of giving would metaphorically inscribe these objects with 
his petitions for prayer after death.  Bede reinforces this connection between the physical objects 
and his impending death in his words to the priests after this exchange of gifts and promises of 
prayer; according to Cuthbert, Bede tells them “Tempus est, si sic Factori meo uidetur, ut ad eum 
modo resolutus e carne ueniam [...].  Tempus uero absolutionis meae prope est”112 [It is time, if it 
so please my Maker, that I should be released from the body….The time of my departure is at 
hand].  Quoting 2 Tim. 4:6 in this final phrase, Bede’s use of the word absolutionis here has the 
sense of not only his impending “acquittal” from the body, but his “completion” or 
“finishing”;113 the completion which Bede himself anticipates thus echoes the concept of the 
“unfinished text” that is a constant thread in this final section of Cuthbert’s letter.  Like the very 
texts he strives to finish in the scenes before and after he gives these gifts to the priests, Bede 
himself nears “completion.”   
Moreover, by emphasizing the notion that these were among Bede’s final interactions 
with the priests, this scene further unites the material objects and their giver physically: these 
gifts were meant to remind their recipients of Bede, as well as their promise to pray for him after 
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his death and to celebrate masses on his behalf.  Bede thus intends that the benefit of each gift is 
not merely one-sided, as it will serve as a reminder of the recipient’s obligation and of Bede 
himself, dead, as the object of the recipient’s remembrance.  It is perhaps significant that each of 
these items is associated with death and burial in some fashion—a cloth to cover the face of the 
deceased, and the pepper and incense both associated with preservation of the body.  While 
given as gifts and likely not meant for actual application to Bede’s body after death, such objects 
retain the distinct physical connection to Bede in their association with the bodies of the dead.  
As Hallam and Hockey remark regarding deathbed gifts,  
Certain material objects had the capacity to represent social relationships, 
retaining them in memory, because they had come to be associated with the 
person, body and identity of their owners and once given to another they could 
operate as indicators of intimacy.  To be given such an object was to be afforded a 
token of physical proximity with a loved one even after death.
114
 
 
The objects’ association with the body—in this case, specifically the mortality of the body and 
preparations for burial—make these gifts reminders of their dying giver and his request for the 
priest’s postmortem care.     
I would further suggest that Cuthbert’s presentation of this scene of Bede giving his 
“quaedam preciosa” [few treasures] to these priests also resonates with Bede’s desire for 
remembrance in another critical way.  By introducing this scene of a gift given in exchange for 
prayers in the midst of the narrative of Bede’s translation of John, Cuthbert effectively 
juxtaposes the concept of a physical object left behind as a mnemonic for its giver to another of 
Bede’s “leavings”—his written texts.  This translation, which Cuthbert associates unequivocally 
with Bede, will be left behind in much the same way as a “gift” to those in his community; his 
intention to produce both this vernacular translation of John “ad utilitatem ecclesiae Dei”115 [to 
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the great profit of the Church] is thus given the role of reminding those same beneficiaries of 
Bede.  In other words, the gift-giving scene in Cuthbert’s letter regards the physical object that 
belonged to and is associated with the dead as a mnemonic, and, given the position of Bede’s 
translation and transcription of John in this letter, the written text must be considered in light of 
that connection.  The exigency ascribed to the writing of these texts in the final days and 
moments of Bede’s life—and particularly the translation of John, to which we will return 
below—amplifies even further their direct association with Bede and potency as mnemonics.     
Cuthbert makes unmistakably clear that the written text is of utmost importance in his 
portrait of the dying Bede since it is in the act of writing that Bede spends his final moments of 
life.  Immediately following his exchange with the priests, Cuthbert notes that Bede passed the 
day “in laetitia” [in gladness] and when night came, Wilberht again approaches Bede about the 
translation of John, saying, 
“Magister dilecte, restat adhuc una sententia non descripta.”  At ille inquit 
“Scribe.”  Et post modicum dixit puer: “Modo descripta est.”  At ille “Bene” 
inquit; “consummatum est; ueritatem dixisti.  Accipe meum caput in manus tuas, 
quia multum me delectat sedere ex aduerso loco sancto meo, in qua orare 
solebam, ut et ego sedens Patrem meum inuocare possim.”  Et sic in pauimento 
suae casulae, decantans “Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui sancto” et cetera, ultimum 
e corpore spiritum exhalauit; atque sine dubio credendum est quod, pro eo quia 
hic semper in Dei laudibus laborauerat, ad gaudia desideriorum caelestium anima 
eius ab angelis portaretur.
116
 
 
[“There is still one sentence, dear master, that we have not written down.”  And 
he said: “Write it.”  After a short time the boy said: “Now it is written.”  And he 
replied: “Good!  It is finished; you have spoken the truth.  Hold my head in your 
                                                 
116
 Cuthbert, Epistola, 584; my translation.  Cuthbert’s rendering of the moment of Bede’s death has been identified 
as a model in later saints’ lives: Michael Lapidge cites Cuthbert’s letter as one of Byrhtferth’s sources in composing 
the Vita Sancti Oswaldi.  Lapidge notes that “Byrhtferth’s account of the death of Oswald is modelled on Cuthbert’s 
account of the death of Bede.”  The Lives of St. Oswald and St. Ecgwine, ed. and trans. Lapidge (Oxford: Clarendon, 
2009), 193 n. 191.  Just as Bede was on the floor of his cell, Oswald is on his knees as he utters his final words, 
“Gloria patri et filio et spiritui,” echoing Bede’s words, “Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui sancto”; Byrhtferth then 
explains, similarly to Cuthbert, that “Cuius sacer spiritus, mox ut se inclinauit, a corpore secreto nutu Dei est 
egressus, et ad eterni regni culmina subleuatus pridie kalendas Martii” [His holy spirit, as soon as he knelt down, left 
his body at the hidden command of God, and was borne to the summit of the eternal realm on the day before the 
calends of March].  Byrhtferth, Lives, 192, 193.   
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hands, for it is a great delight to me to sit over against my holy place in which I 
used to pray, that as I sit there I may call upon my Father.”  And so upon the floor 
of his cell, singing “Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit” 
and the rest, he breathed his last.  And well may we believe without hesitation 
that, inasmuch as he had labored here always in the praise of God, so his soul was 
carried by angels to the joys of Heaven which he longed for.]  
 
The first and perhaps most obvious connection in Bede’s dialogue with Wilberht is Bede’s 
utterance of the final words of the crucified Christ—“consummatum est”—recorded in John 
19:30, which is several chapters after the section of this Gospel that Bede translates here.  Once 
again, Cuthbert makes use of deixis, transferring the words of the dying Christ to the lips of the 
dying Bede.  But to interpret Bede’s quotation of this line as simply demonstrating his saintly 
alignment with the death of Christ is to ignore the complexity of this quotation in its immediate 
context.  First, when Wilberht writes the final sentence of Bede’s translation and declares, 
“Modo descripta est” [now it is written], the past participle can be more literally rendered as 
“copied” or “transcribed,” emphasizing that Wilberht is distinguished here as a medium for the 
work of Bede, who is the translator of this text.  The notion that it is Bede’s work that is 
complete is of utmost importance here; his response, “consummatum est; ueritatem dixisti” [It is 
finished; you have spoken the truth], means both that the written work of his translation of John 
is “finished”—effectively reiterating Wilberht’s declaration—and that Bede’s life is completed.  
Particularly since Bede is here translating a Latin work that is, itself, already complete, the 
reference to completion cannot wholly refer to Bede’s incomplete translation of the Book of 
John.
117
  What is “consummatum est” must therefore be of broader significance and, indeed, in 
this very same sentence, Bede effectively asks Wilberht to help him to the floor, where he dies a 
                                                 
117
 Cuthbert’s effort to provide a complete account of the works of Bede at the end of Bede’s life echoes the final 
verse of the Book of John, the very book that Bede translates for his pupils: John 21:25 says “But there are also 
many other things which Jesus did; which, if they were written every one, the world itself, I think would not be able 
to contain the books that should be written.”  The concern over incompletion, to which Cuthbert gives particular 
attention in his letter, is the message of John regarding the deeds of Christ, which are so numerous they cannot 
actually be written or contained in all the books in the world.   
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moment later while singing praises to the Trinity.  In my reading, it is impossible to separate this 
interchange about “completion” from its immediate connection to the written text and its implicit 
announcement of Bede’s death. 
Bede’s concern about leaving these written texts unfinished—visible in the increasing 
urgency of his instructions to his pupils regarding the writing left to be done—is relieved in this 
final exchange with Wilberht.  While it seems as though Bede hangs onto life just long enough to 
finish writing these texts and only then allows himself to pass, I would suggest that these parallel 
completions of the written word and Bede’s life are hardly accidental on Cuthbert’s part.  As is 
clear from the prologue to his prose Vita Sancti Cuthberti, Bede envisions the written text as an 
object that will outlive him, thus giving the text itself the potency to evoke his memory and, in 
turn, prayers on his behalf after death.  Thus, for Bede, the prayers for his soul are directly tied to 
the completion of these texts and their use in association with him for posterity.  And nowhere is 
Bede portrayed as more aware of this reality that the written text will outlive him than in this 
final scene with Wilberht.  The completion of these written works coalesces with not merely the 
completion of his own existence, then, but Bede’s anticipated achievement of salvation.  Thus, 
his declaration, “consummatum est,” when the writing was finished, is given a third meaning: it 
offers a picture of the consummate state of salvation after death, having been made perfect, 
eternally finished.  As Bede himself suggested earlier in quoting 2 Tim. 4:6 to the priests, he 
anticipated his own completion in death, and his “tempus absolutionis” [time of completion] is 
mirrored by the completion of the text.  For Bede, as well as for Cuthbert, the completed text is 
at once a mnemonic for the deceased and an image of the salvation that is hoped for through the 
work of remembrance.  
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Conclusion 
In certain respects, we might say that Bede was ultimately successful at being 
remembered through written texts: in the years following his death, numerous requests in letters 
for copies of his work show that Bedan writings were in high demand, especially for those in 
“exile” as missionaries on the Continent.118  While his posthumous popularity as an author 
cannot be equated with prayers for his soul, it is clear that Bede remained closely associated with 
the texts he translated, compiled, commented on, and composed.  With its interwoven references 
to texts used by Bede in his final days, Cuthbert’s Epistola de Obitu Bedae further extends that 
list of songs, poems, excerpts of scripture, and patristic writings with which to associate Bede.  It 
is a carefully composed account that takes as its focus the remembrance of Bede as it portrays his 
final days and hours of life.  In this regard, then, I am in agreement with Higham’s claim that this 
letter is “less an objective account of Bede’s death than a first salvo in the ensuing debate as to 
how he should be commemorated and remembered.”119  Higham, however, goes on to claim that 
“It is Bede’s reputation as blessed interpreter of the sacred that should be considered the cardinal 
message of this narrative, not the details deployed in its support.”120  I would argue instead that 
the “details” in Cuthbert’s letter ought not be overlooked, primarily because they are the very 
foundation of the “cardinal message” that Higham takes from this piece.  In my reading, Bede’s 
established reputation as “blessed interpreter” and, broadly speaking, a holy writer, occasions a 
narrative of remembrance that is fundamentally textual, which is in the very nature of the details 
Cuthbert includes in his letter.   
While Cuthbert portrays Bede’s end as a model of a “good”—and, in many ways, a 
saintly—death, he ultimately presents Bede in a way that is in agreement with how Bede himself 
                                                 
118
 See Higham, (Re-)Reading Bede, 20–21. 
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 Ibid., 19. 
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 Ibid.  
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wished to ensure his own remembrance; that is, through the texts with which he was associated.  
In this chapter, I have demonstrated that the textual references in Cuthbert’s letter are not merely 
for sake of demonstrating Bede’s adeptness in multiple languages, the extent of his knowledge, 
or his skill as a teacher, but that they gave the monastic communities Bede left behind an explicit 
means by which to remember him.  The texts Bede recited, sang, and dictated in his final days 
would likely have been part of the eighth-century Anglo-Saxon monastic repertoire, including 
the monks in Cuthwin’s community who would have received Cuthbert’s letter.  I argue that it is 
precisely because these texts are common that Cuthbert chooses to include them: his letter 
correlates well-known songs, scriptures, and quotations with Bede and his death, thereby 
ensuring his remembrance through texts that would be frequently encountered by those Bede 
leaves behind.  Thus, this letter enables its monastic audience to sustain a connection to the 
memory of Bede in their own lives and daily recitations, their singing, praying, and even copying 
these texts.   
While we cannot build an extensive case for Cuthbert’s objectives or intentions, his letter 
clearly adopts the discourse of remembrance articulated by Bede through framing the text as a 
mnemonic for the dead, capable of inspiring prayers on their behalf and thus ensuring their 
salvation.  The next chapter examines this same discourse of remembrance and its expression 
through the language of inscription, though in a rather different setting.  Although seemingly far 
removed from the quiet, monastic rooms Cuthbert describes in his letter, the heroic world of 
feasts and dragon-slaying described in Beowulf  is yet another site for the expression of Christian 
Anglo-Saxon memoria, as the Anglo-Saxon poet frames Beowulf’s own death and funeral in 
terms of text, reading, and inscription.  
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CHAPTER 4: A Monumental Death: Remembrance and Inscription in Beowulf 
 
 Remembrance is the fulcrum of heroic action in the world of Beowulf, as the events of the 
past and the desire for fame beyond one’s own lifetime motivate the poem’s key figures and 
ultimately shape their fates.  Throughout the poem, objects serve as “pegs for memory”1 that 
give physical presence to past events and individuals; items such as the sword that Hunlafing 
placed in Hengest’s lap, the Brosings’ necklace, and the looted Heathobard armor are loaded 
with meaning from their own remembered histories.  The procurement of such an object, whether 
through gift or battle, transfers its history to the present bearer.
2
  The physical objects associated 
with the dead are of particular significance in Beowulf, and both the preparation for death and the 
remembrance of the dead are framed in terms of the continued material presence of these objects 
after death.  Beowulf dictates no fewer than three oral wills over the course of the poem—all at 
moments when his death seems particularly inevitable—in order to designate what should 
happen to his body and belongings should he fail in his mission.  In addition to heightening 
rhetorically the threats he faces (thus amplifying his victory if he survives the challenge), these 
oral wills provide for the allocation of goods and especially heirlooms, whose meanings are 
determined by their association with the dead.   
 Because of its Germanic setting, Beowulf has long been quarried for remnants of the 
archaic and the pagan, as critics hunt for residual clues of the poem’s origins and its preservation 
                                                 
1
 I borrow this phrase from Elizabeth van Houts, Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900–1200 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1999), 93–120.  
2
 In her brief study of time, space, and bodies in Beowulf, Gillian Overing remarks that objects such as swords and 
armor are “integrally connected to bodies, and to the process of masculine embodiment in particular”; working 
within this framework of masculinity, Overing demonstrates the continuity between objects and bodies in the poem, 
suggesting that objects are not simply tools for embodying certain ideals, but are themselves the embodiment of 
identities.  See Overing, “Beowulf: A Poem in Our Time,” in The Cambridge History of Early Medieval English 
Literature, ed. Clare A. Lees (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 323.  
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of pre-Christian Germanic customs.  Within this vein, most critics read the material culture of 
death in the poem as evoking pagan rites of the distant past that would have been disturbing for 
Christian Anglo-Saxon readers.  I suggest instead that we read Beowulf’s death through the lens 
of Christian commemorative practices that were current throughout Anglo-Saxon England after 
the conversion, and that were in use up to the year 1000, when the Nowell Codex was copied.   
This chapter explores how the Christian Anglo-Saxon practices of inscribing the dead on 
physical objects underwrite the treatment of death and remembrance in Beowulf.  As the previous 
three chapters have shown, the perceived permanence of written text was exploited as a 
mechanism for remembrance by audiences both present and future, and this “textual aura” came 
to shape how memoria—the means of remembering the dead—was understood by Anglo-Saxon 
authors, including the Beowulf-poet.  It is therefore of primary interest that the commemoration 
of the dead in Beowulf is far from uniform: of the multiple deaths and funerals in the poem, only 
one—Beowulf’s—results in a commemorative monument that is intended to be visible and 
communally acknowledged for the ages.
3
  Beowulf is singled out as the only figure in the text 
commemorated with a marked grave, a physical space for his remembrance.  Compared with the 
funeral of Scyld and the death of the “Last Survivor,” in particular, Beowulf’s death and his 
subsequent rites focus on the importance of physical markers of remembrance for the buried 
                                                 
3
 While Scyld has no physical grave at all, the other two funerals mention a mound only in passing: in lines 1119b-
20a, at the cremation of Hildeburh’s brother, Hnæf, and her son, the poet remarks that “wælfyra mæst / hlynode for 
hlawe” [the great funeral fire roared before the mound], simply indicating the proximity of the funerary pyre to their 
place of burial, but offering no sense of its position as a memorial; in fact, because this funeral precedes the Danes’ 
departure from Frisia, this “hlaw” would have been in a foreign country and perhaps unlikely to be commemorated 
by Finn’s own people since it would have included Hnæf’s body as well as that of Finn’s son.  This same word, 
“hlæwe,” is also used at line 2773a  to describe the mound in which the dragon’s treasure is found, which also 
served as the grave of the Last Survivor, per Gale R. Owen-Crocker, The Four Funerals in Beowulf and the 
Structure of the Poem (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2000).  In this third funeral in the poem, the 
poet describes the Last Survivor’s speech before a “Beorh eall gearo / wunode on wonge wæteryðum neah” [A 
mound fully prepared, set on a field near the ocean waves], lines 2241b–42.  This barrow, which contains the wealth 
of the Last Survivor’s people that will later be hoarded by the dragon, is a physical location for the Last Survivor’s 
death, but is an incidental grave rather than a commemorative space because there was no one left to bury him or 
remember him after death; see discussion below at pages 262–67. 
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body; the poet’s treatment of Beowulf’s death is remarkably different from the others.  I argue 
that the mechanisms of remembrance at work in the instructions for and execution of Beowulf’s 
own burial reflect a Christian poet’s understanding of remembrance of the dead in terms of text 
and inscription: in Beowulf’s final requests and his subsequent funerary rites, his body is 
replaced by a monument that is a legible inscription on the landscape, a memorial intended to 
“write” Beowulf into communal memory by embodying his identity in a fixed, visible place.  
This monument is treated as a text in the poem and is positioned as a legible sign that signifies 
Beowulf and thus serves as a relic of his absent body that remains among the living.  Like the 
Anglo-Saxon gravestones discussed in Chapter 1, the monument-as-sign embodies the dead hero 
as a permanent fixture on this location (the sea cliff), thereby writing Beowulf’s remembrance in 
a way that would have been familiar to Anglo-Saxon Christians.  Close attention to this system 
of inscription and commemoration in Beowulf’s funeral thus complicates the pagan-Christian 
dichotomy that has dominated—but also encumbered—criticism of the poem.  By reassessing 
the Christian poet’s view of his pre-Christian, heroic subjects, this reading of Beowulf’s death 
and funeral as a reflection of contemporary Christian (rather than historical pagan) practices 
allows us to rethink some of the major issues concerning fame, vanity, and remembrance that 
have long concerned critics of this poem. 
 The notion of metaphorical writing in Beowulf has been a commonplace in scholarship on 
the poem for over two decades.  The connection between writing and death in particular was 
suggested by Allen Frantzen, who reads the words writan and forwritan—meaning “to write” 
and “to kill”—“as a syllepsis, as a structure joining writing and death in a pun on opposite 
meanings.”4  While these words are linked etymologically in the sense of “to carve,” Frantzen 
                                                 
4
 Allen Frantzen, Desire for Origins: New Language, Old English, and Teaching the Tradition (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 1990), 184.  
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focuses on their use to refer to weapons in the poem (including both the giant sword with the 
inscribed hilt used to decapitate Grendel’s corpse and Beowulf’s “wæll-seaxe” [knife belt] with 
which he “forwrat” [carved] into the dragon’s belly5) and therefore “juxtapose[s] the sword as a 
text, an object that preserves the past and hence serves as a beginning, with the sword as a 
weapon, an object of destruction and ending.”6  Frantzen uses the figurative sense of writan to 
explore the notion of “cutting through” (“to interpret, to make meaning present”7), applying it to 
Hrothgar’s handling of the inscribed sword hilt and ultimately to Beowulf’s own remembrance: 
Frantzen engages the discussion of death and The Arabian Nights in Foucault’s “What Is an 
Author?,” asserting that 
Beowulf writes immortality for himself by carving or cutting into three monsters, 
and we can, in this regard, associate him with another carver, the poet or poets of 
Beowulf. […] Writing is protection against the oblivion of death, if not against 
death itself, as in The Arabian Nights.  Beowulf “writes” when he kills the 
monsters, but his fame is purchased at the expense of his life: because he writes, 
he dies.  Once dead, he is written—into the tribal memory, into the text of 
Beowulf, into our commentaries.
8
   
 
The figurative sense of writan that Frantzen reads in Beowulf’s monster-killing connects writing 
not only with death, but also with the metaphorics of inscription as a means of pursuing 
immortality.  Frantzen positions both the spoken words of the Geats at Beowulf’s funeral and the 
poem itself as testaments of Beowulf’s being “written” into memory.  Frantzen concludes that 
“The price of fame—lasting signification and heroic reputation—is death; a meaning that 
outlives time is purchasable only by death.  To be present for eternity, Beowulf must become 
absent in the world in which he seeks to be remembered.”9  It is my contention that Beowulf 
                                                 
5
 See Beowulf, lines 2703b and 2705a.  All citations from Beowulf are from Klaeber’s Beowulf and the Fight at 
Finnsburg, 4
th
 ed., ed. R. D. Fulk, Robert E. Bjork, and John D. Niles (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009). 
6
 Frantzen, Desire for Origins, 187.  
7
 Frantzen, “Writing the Unreadable Beowulf: ‘Writan’ and “Forwritan,’ the Pen and the Sword,” Exemplaria 3.2 
(1991): 344.  
8
 Ibid., 354.  
9
 Frantzen, Desire for Origins, 189.  
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aims at immorality not simply through the “carving” of the poem by the poet, as Frantzen 
suggests, but also through the metaphorical writing within the poem in the inscribed nature of the 
burial mound Beowulf himself requests.  Like the carved letters on the sword hilt (though we 
cannot ourselves read them) or Beowulf’s “carving” of his legacy through slaying monsters, the 
barrow is a metaphorical inscription of Beowulf’s great deeds—rather on the landscape than the 
bodies of the monsters—its function being to stand in for his own body as a memorial for his 
people.  Couched within the poet’s emphasis on Beowulf’s humanity and mortality in the battle 
against the dragon, the dying king seeks to leave a physical, visible sign of himself and thereby 
counter the impermanence of his ephemeral bodily presence.  Beowulf’s absence in death is 
replaced by a monument to his deeds, one that achieves through text “lasting signification.”  
 
Pagan Funerals in Beowulf?  Negotiating Poet and Audience, Cremation and Christianity 
In the history of Beowulf criticism, it has long been acknowledged that the funerals of 
kings serve as a framing device for the intervening events of the poem: Scyld Scefing’s opulent 
burial at sea at the start of the poem is echoed in the death and burial of another king, Beowulf, 
in an elaborate funerary ceremony in the poem’s final scenes.  A third funeral, that of the son and 
brother of Hildeburh, is recounted by Hrothgar’s scop during the celebrations that follow 
Beowulf’s defeat of Grendel; as with Beowulf, the bodies of these casualties of the “Fight at 
Finnsburg” are cremated on a funerary pyre, which is here overseen by the grief-stricken 
Hildeburh.  To this list, Gale Owen-Crocker adds a fourth funeral, arguing that the “lay” of the 
Last Survivor alludes to a variety of grave goods—armor and weaponry, musical instruments, 
and animals—that are well-attested in the archaeological record of Germanic and Scandinavian 
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settlements of the early Middle Ages.
10
  With these funerals roughly evenly spaced throughout 
the poem, the rituals for the dead and their commemoration are clearly significant structural 
features, offering points of reference for both beginnings and endings throughout the poem.
11
     
 These funerals, and particularly that of Scyld Scefing, have been the focus of numerous 
studies in the last sixty years that hunt for parallels with the physical evidence of fifth- and sixth-
century Germanic funerary practices.  Many critics eagerly read Scyld’s funeral in the context of 
the archaeological evidence for elite ship burials found in early medieval North Sea 
settlements,
12
 with the most popular comparison being drawn between Scyld’s funeral and the 
ship burial discovered in Mound I at Sutton Hoo in 1939.
13
  A number of these studies stretch the 
textual evidence in Beowulf in order to corroborate the archaeological evidence,
14
 since Scyld’s 
body is cast out to sea and neither it nor the ship on which the body is placed are explicitly 
described as having an earthen burial.  Some critics even go so far as to suggest that the poet was 
himself familiar with the mounds at Sutton Hoo (thereby providing a very tidy historical context 
                                                 
10
 Owen-Crocker, Four Funerals.  The “Lay of the Last Survivor” had not previously been read as a funeral, perhaps 
because its funerary imagery is subtle (or masked): Owen-Crocker claims that the poet effectively “launders” the 
pagan rituals by making the hawk, horse, and harp invoked by the Last Survivor “literary images, perhaps because 
the killing of living things as a pagan sacrifice would have been unacceptable to a Christian audience.”  Four 
Funerals, 76.  
11
 Owen-Crocker, for example, elaborates on John D. Niles, “Ring Composition and the Structure of Beowulf,” 
PMLA 94.5 (1979): 924–35, by reading the four funerals in a detailed analysis of a ring structure around each 
funerary scene.  She argues that “[t]he recognition that there are four funerals in the poem establishes four fixed 
points from which thematic patterns radiate.”  Four Funerals, 236.  Owen-Crocker further compares the four 
funerals to the four elements and, though less convincingly, the four seasons.  
12
 Also notable is the textual evidence for Scandinavian ship burial, namely Ibn Fadlan’s description of the 
cremation of a ruler of the Rus’ in a ship (ca. 922).  Ibn Fadlan’s account is listed as literary evidence for the 
funerary customs in Beowulf by Garmonsway and Simpson even though the description of Scyld’s funeral includes 
no mention of cremation; see G. N. Garmonsway and Jacqueline Simpson, Beowulf and Its Analogues (1968; New 
York: Dutton, 1971), 341–43. 
13
 The general connections between Beowulf and Sutton Hoo are set out in Rosemary Cramp, “Beowulf and 
Archaeology,” Medieval Archaeology 1 (1957): 57–77; a more skeptical view of these connections is put forth by 
Roberta Frank, “Beowulf and Sutton Hoo: The Odd Couple,” in Voyage to the Other World: The Legacy of Sutton 
Hoo, ed. Calvin B. Kendall and Peter S. Wells (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992), 47–62.  For an 
overview of the scholarship on the archaeological evidence and its connection with the material culture described in 
Beowulf, see Catherine M. Hills, “Beowulf and Archaeology,” in A Beowulf Handbook, ed. Robert E. Bjork and John 
D. Niles (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 291–310.  
14
 For example, Robert Boening argues for an allegorical reading of Scyld’s funeral in order to suggest that—in spite 
of the poem’s references to the sea carrying off the ship with Scyld’s body—Scyld was actually buried, offering a 
full parallel to Sutton Hoo; see Boening, “Scyld’s Burial Mound,” English Language Notes 40.1 (2002): 1–13.  
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for the poem’s composition).15  This issue of the Beowulf-poet’s perspective on the funerals he 
relates in the poem is thus central to the contentious issue of the poem’s date:16 while there is 
ample physical evidence for the elements of material culture described in Beowulf “somewhere 
in the northern world throughout most of the first millennium A.D.,”17 the question remains 
whether the Beowulf-poet was actually familiar with the practices to which he refers, particularly 
when it comes to cremation and the use of ships and barrows to dispose of the bodies of the 
dead.
18
  That is, since cremation was largely replaced by inhumation in England from the late 
seventh century onward,
19
 many critics suggest that the more familiar the Beowulf-poet was with 
these practices, the earlier the poem’s composition must have been.   
 The uncertainty about the poem’s moment of composition remains one of the major 
cruxes in the scholarship on Beowulf, one with particular consequences for how one reads the 
pagan-Christian dichotomy that has defined critical readings of this poem.
20
  As Paul Cavill 
                                                 
15
 The nearness of the poem’s composition to the Sutton Hoo burials is directly suggested by Sune Lindqvist, who 
states that “The Christian scald [sic] imagined that lavish burials, after the fashion of the one, still remembered in his 
own day, at Sutton Hoo, and notions then current, such as leaving the grave-goods unburned in the ground, were the 
rule in more ancient times too.”  “Sutton Hoo and Beowulf,” Antiquity 22 (1948): 139.  This view is taken up in part 
by C. L. Wrenn, “Sutton Hoo and Beowulf,” in R. W. Chambers, Beowulf: An Introduction to the Study of the Poem, 
with a supplement by C. L. Wrenn, 3rd ed., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1959), 508–23.  Regarding 
the funerals in Beowulf, Wrenn states that—owing to the Sutton Hoo find—“all these now may be seen to contain 
memories of factual traditions not far from living recollection when the poem was composed.”  “Sutton Hoo and 
Beowulf,” 508.  
16
 The issue of the date of Beowulf is notoriously complex owing to what, precisely, is being dated—that is, whether 
the origin of the poem’s composition, or the previous versions (whether oral or written), or the text that is contained 
in British Library MS Cotton Vitellius A.xv.  The breadth of interpretations is clear in the essays collected in The 
Dating of Beowulf, ed. Colin Chase (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997).  The general contours of the 
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Author, Audiences,” in A Beowulf Handbook, 13–34; and by Roy M. Liuzza in “On the Dating of Beowulf,” in The 
Beowulf Reader, ed. Peter S. Baker (New York: Garland, 2000), 281–302.  
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 Hills, “Beowulf and Archaeology,” 297.  
18
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witnessing these ceremonies.”  The Audience of Beowulf (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951; repr. 1958), 85–
86.  
19
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remarks in his discussion of theology in the poem, “The generally accepted salient facts in 
relation to religion in Beowulf […] seem to reduce to two: that the poem deals with characters 
who were historically heathen, and that the poem as it is recorded in the manuscript is the 
product of a Christian poet.”21  Since most critics suggest dates for the poem’s composition 
between the eighth century
22—predicated on the existence of an earlier version that has not 
survived—and ca. AD 1000, when the sole extant manuscript version was copied,23 there could 
be as many as five centuries between the poet and the fifth- and sixth-century
24
 customs and 
historical figures described in his poem.  In addressing this issue of the poet’s historical accuracy 
in representing a time and place perhaps quite far removed from his own, Catherine M. Hills 
remarks that  
[…] even if a conscious effort was made to describe something from the past, not 
the present, an ancient sword unlike any owned by the listeners, the attempt 
would not have been entirely successful.  Contemporary features would have 
crept in. […] An early medieval poet would have had neither the ability nor the 
inclination to produce accurate historical descriptions.  One might hope therefore 
that the things described are essentially what poet and audience knew.
25
  
  
It is for this reason that focusing on the poet’s knowledge of pre-conversion fifth- and sixth-
century Germanic culture (and hunting for archaeological evidence in England to “prove” his 
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accuracy) tends to ignore the reality that the poem, as it now exists, is undeniably the product of 
a Christian milieu that is looking back at a distant and legendary past.  I argue that the Beowulf-
poet’s representation of funerary practices and the remembrance of the dead need not be labeled 
“pagan” simply because the heroic subjects of his story were not historically Christian; 
moreover, the characters’ means of commemoration need not be automatically considered pagan 
simply because those participating in these customs historically were.   
 Where this pagan-Christian dichotomy is most prevalent in the critical history of Beowulf 
is in the interpretations of the disposal and commemoration of the dead.  The interpretations of 
Beowulf’s death vary widely, ranging from readings of Beowulf as damned for his vainglorious 
desire for fame, to Beowulf as saved hero for his noble virtues, even to the extent of making him 
a Christ-figure, and the entire poem a Christian allegory.
26
  The discussion of Beowulf’s burial, 
however, has been overshadowed by the general apprehension regarding his cremation and his 
burial with grave goods in an earthen mound—presumably pagan practices that sit uneasily with 
our assumptions about the Christianity of the Beowulf-poet or his audience.  Many such readings 
assume a stark contrast between pre- and post-conversion burial practices in England, and then 
extrapolate this presumed difference to the poet’s judgment and condemnation.  For example, 
Fred C. Robinson asserts that “The description of Beowulf’s cremation (as well as that of the 
dead warriors in the Finnsburg episode) may seem to the modern reader like mere vivid detail 
included to enhance the scenery, but to Christians living in the poet’s time the implications of 
cremation were darkly ominous.”27  While Robinson goes on to cite evidence from 
Charlemagne’s prohibition against cremation in 785 and remarks that “[…] the sermons and 
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penitentials of the Anglo-Saxons inveigh repeatedly against the pagan practice of observing 
omens,”28 there is not any direct sanction against cremation in surviving Anglo-Saxon 
documents.
29
  As Robinson’s argument shows, cremation is often thought to be an explicitly 
pagan rite that was abandoned upon the late sixth-century conversion of the Anglo-Saxons and 
thereafter abhorred uniformly by Anglo-Saxon Christians at the order of the Church.  But, as 
Dawn M. Hadley remarks,  
It is often supposed that the Church must have had a major impact on the burial 
practices of the Anglo-Saxons, and that they must have been forced by the Church 
to give up cremation and burial with grave goods, which had both been common 
in the fifth and sixth centuries.  However, there is actually no written evidence to 
suggest that the Church did actively force people to bury their dead in any 
particular way. […] [W]hatever churchmen thought about the practice, burial with 
grave goods continued into the eighth century and was not completely unknown 
during the following centuries.  Moreover, cremation had largely disappeared as a 
burial rite by the seventh century, and so the churchmen of the region were not 
faced to any great extent with the one sort of funerary practice that the 
documentary evidence suggests the Church did frown upon.
30
   
 
Following conversion, then, cremation was not a practice that garnered a great deal of 
attention—including treatment as a punishable offense—and it eventually gave way to 
inhumation, perhaps owing to a desire to express social or political connections through this new 
form of burial.  Seemingly without direct intervention or prohibition from the Church, 
inhumation became the dominant practice early on in Anglo-Saxon England, with the latest 
evidence of cremation coming from secure seventh-century contexts,
31
 perhaps a century (or 
more) before the composition of Beowulf. 
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 For this reason, the cremation of bodies in Beowulf would most likely have been taken by 
an Anglo-Saxon audience—even an audience as early as the eighth century—not as reflective of 
a condemned, pagan practice, but as one that was simply old-fashioned.  Cremation was an 
appropriately archaic means of disposing of bodies in the early Germanic world, including the 
historical moment in which the main events of Beowulf are understood to have taken place.  
Cremation thus historicizes the events and peoples the Beowulf-poet describes, without any hint 
of opprobrium.  While the poem’s biblical allusions would have been unfamiliar to the 
unconverted fifth- and sixth-century Danes and Geats,
32
 the poem harmonizes their religious 
beliefs with Old Testament monotheism, with Hrothgar’s scop singing about creation and 
Beowulf accounting for the dragon’s raid as the anger of the “ecean Dryhtne” [eternal Lord].33  
As Whitelock explains, “The characters [of Beowulf] put their trust in a Christian deity, and give 
him thanks for their deliverance; moreover, we should not perhaps be unduly worried that the 
poet lets them be buried by ancient, spectacular burial rites, the heathen implications of which 
may have become blurred and forgotten.”34  However difficult it may be to pinpoint the Anglo-
Saxon Christian audience for whom the extant version of the poem was written, and however 
uninformed that audience may have been regarding the pagan significance of the funerary 
customs the poet describes, I agree with Whitelock’s assessment that the audience of Beowulf 
was sufficiently educated in general Christian traditions and doctrine to recognize the biblical 
stories to which the poet refers.
35
  Within this Anglo-Saxon Christian milieu, the death of 
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Beowulf and his funerary rites would have appeared as part of a distant, heroic past, knitted into 
the fabric of the poem alongside Christian references and theological concepts from their own 
time.   
 Moreover, there is no condemnation in the poet’s description of any of the cremations in 
the poem, nor is there any indication that it is a forbidden practice.  It is not as if the Beowulf-
poet is nostalgic about paganism since he unmistakably condemns other heathen customs that are 
carried out by the poems’ characters.  In the Danes’ attempt to quell the attacks of Grendel, they 
say prayers and chants and make sacrifices to what the poet calls the “gastbona” [soul-slayer]; he 
likens these heathen practices to devil-worship, which will result in their damnation.
36
  
Regarding the poet’s disdain for the paganism of the Danes and Geats, Stanley B. Greenfield 
observes,  
The poet is a Christian, true, and he specifically condemns the heathen practice of 
praying to the gastbona for help, a practice which (as he says) assigns one’s soul 
to the fire’s embrace.  But this custom is mentioned and condemned only once, in 
lines 175–88; is it enough to sustain the weight of 3182 lines?  Though the Geats 
(as well as the Danes) were historically heathens—and Beowulf is a Geat—they 
are in no way stigmatized.  The argument that the poem’s heroic world and its 
protagonist are flawed because they lack Christ’s redeeming grace is really one ex 
silentio.
37
  
 
One could even go as far as to say that, amid his censure of the Danes’ prayers and sacrifices, the 
poet goes out of his way to excuse the Danes because of their historical moment: the poet 
explains that the peoples of the poem “ne wiston […] Drihten God” [did not know the Lord 
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God].
38
  But this statement also establishes a stark contrast with the poet’s Christian audience, 
who, unlike the Danes, do know God.  The poet’s assertion regarding the damnation resulting 
from such practices, introduced with the homiletic phrase “Wa bið þæm” [woe be to them],39 
reads as much as a condemnation of the Danes as it does a warning to members of the Christian 
Anglo-Saxon audience not to follow such behavior.  The poet offers no such reproach regarding 
the funerary practices in Beowulf, suggesting that he viewed these customs as fittingly archaic 
for the poem’s historical moment but not damnably pagan.  While the funerals hearken back to 
practices from the Anglo-Saxons’ own heritage, they apparently posed little threat to the faith of 
the contemporary Anglo-Saxon reader.
40
     
 A similar question has been raised regarding the construction of barrows or grave-
mounds in Beowulf, a form of funerary monument that is associated with pre-conversion 
practices and therefore arguably evocative of paganism in the poem.  Historically, this type of 
earthen mound was common for elite burials across the early medieval Germanic world from ca. 
450 to 700, and was known in England even earlier, as ancient mounds dating to the Bronze Age 
were reused by later settlers, including the Anglo-Saxons.  As John D. Niles remarks in his study 
of the Danish village of Lejre (which bears a striking resemblance to the setting for Beowulf), 
mound-building was a major factor in the display and maintenance of power in Northern Europe 
through “ostentatious funeral[s] to mark the deaths of notable persons.”41  Barrows were known 
and used throughout the Anglo-Saxon period: old mounds were occasionally repurposed as 
landmarks for execution cemeteries (which was the case at Sutton Hoo) and they also appear 
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more neutrally in Anglo-Saxon charters as designated meeting places or boundary markers.
42
  
Whereas ancient mounds could have ominous associations,
43
 Beowulf’s barrow—as a new 
mound constructed for his funeral—is notably different, and the poet’s “remark that this mound 
was made entirely new may be intended to differentiate it from prehistoric mounds, which were 
associated with evil in [Anglo-Saxon] England.”44  Moreover, the Anglo-Saxons apparently did 
not see mounds as prominent burial sites of the past, since they were also used as contemporary 
grave markers or points of reference for important burials even after the conversion.  Regarding 
the use of such considerable landmarks for marking graves, Hadley states, 
In the seventh century there was an increasing concern with monumentality in 
burial practices for the aristocracy.  Burial in or near barrows, prehistoric 
monuments and churches became increasingly common during the seventh 
century.  There is no reason to regard these as competing pagan (barrows, 
prehistoric monuments) and Christian (churches) practices, as there was nothing 
un-Christian about elaborate elite display.
45
  
 
 Hadley further notes that eighth- and ninth-century burials commonly occurred in or near a 
number of types of monuments, including churches, mausolea, and barrows, all of which offer 
desirable locations for such “elaborate elite display.”46  The monumentality of Beowulf’s burial 
may therefore have been reassuringly familiar for a Christian reader of the eighth to eleventh 
centuries, as elite graves continued to be marked by and coexist with prominent features on the 
Anglo-Saxon landscape.  Thus, while critics such as Robinson claim that “This desire that a 
physical memorial keep his name alive in people’s memory after his death is typical of early 
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Germanic folk throughout their era,”47 I argue that the importance of physical memorials for the 
purposes of remembering the dead cannot be relegated (even implicitly) to pre-conversion 
Germanic practices.  As we saw in Chapter 1, there was an intense post-Conversion interest in 
the physical memorialization of the dead, resulting in the creation and inscription of gravestones 
and other commemorative monuments that distinctly altered the landscape.  
 The deliberate burial of the body in a visible if not ostentatious manner—such that the 
living could easily locate the grave and return there in remembrance of the dead—is a hallmark 
of Christian burials throughout the Anglo-Saxon period.  The Anglo-Saxons’ investment in such 
visible markers for the dead seems to have been overlooked in the study of Beowulf owing to a 
widespread assumption that the conversion brought with it a piety and plainness in burial, quite 
unlike Beowulf’s own elaborate funeral ceremonies, grave-goods, and burial mound.  This, 
however, is not the case; regarding the Christian Anglo-Saxon treatment of the dead, Hadley 
notes that  
[…] the notion that the growing influence of the Church led to a more egalitarian 
form of burial is called into question by the survival of elaborate commemorative 
and funerary monuments, and by the evidence that where a person was buried was 
commonly a reflection of their status.  The element of display associated with 
burial did not cease in the eighth century with the abandonment of grave goods, 
but was rather transformed and involved an increasing amount of above-ground 
display.
48
  
 
While the position and treatment of the grave varied widely throughout the Anglo-Saxon period, 
the archaeological evidence suggests that the eighth-century cessation of grave-goods gave way 
not to bare, unmarked graves, but to displays above ground that included monuments associated 
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with the entombed individual’s status and rituals conducted by the Church.  As Christina Lee 
remarks, the temporary “spectacle of the burial”—including the laying out of the body and 
interment of items with the dead—shifted to an “ongoing display of death: either through 
elaborate grave markers, or through the naming of the dead in the liturgy.”49  As was discussed 
in Chapter 1, above-ground commemoration took the form of burial ad sanctos (near to the grave 
of a saint) or in close proximity to other prominent landmarks, such as a prominent standing 
cross (which was the request of the dying St. Cuthbert in Bede’s prose Vita) or the church 
building itself from the tenth-century onward.
50
  Many Anglo-Saxon graves were marked by 
monuments, from simple name-stones in eighth-century monastic cemeteries to the large, house-
like “hogback” gravestones used to mark particularly notable graves in the latter half of the 
period.
51
  Given that not all early graves were marked by earthen mounds, or perhaps marked at 
all, one might even suggest that above-ground commemoration in Anglo-Saxon England only 
increased with the conversion to Christianity, if only because this new religion came with higher 
stakes for the treatment of the body (owing to concerns regarding bodily resurrection) and one’s 
remembrance by the living (whose prayers were an aid to salvation).  For this reason, I argue 
that, for an Anglo-Saxon audience of Beowulf, the use of an earthen monument would seem not 
only appropriate for the historical moment in which the poem is set, but also recognizable as a 
prominent and elite grave, suitable for a king and hero.  Beowulf’s grave is not a notorious, 
pagan space, but a revered site that inscribes Beowulf’s memory on the landscape for 
remembrance by his people, which we see enacted in detail in the final scenes of the poem.   
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 Rather than hunting for traces of the pre-Christian amid the deaths in Beowulf, a more 
productive approach is to consider how the commemorative practices in the poem might have 
been understood by the Christian poet and audience, for whom the poem’s legendary and 
religious references were perhaps equally familiar.  Despite what we as modern readers might 
expect from a medieval Christian writer, the Beowulf-poet represents the funerary customs of the 
hero not as lamentably heathen and dangerous, but as an appropriate means of remembering a 
lost hero and king.  Taking the poet’s treatment of these customs at face value opens up a fuller 
consideration of how the poet interweaves Germanic past and Anglo-Saxon present in the death 
and burial of Beowulf.  Particular attention to the intermingling of the archaic and legendary with 
the contemporary Anglo-Saxon and Christian allows for a more nuanced view of the final scenes 
of the poem.  I argue that the Beowulf-poet’s representation of commemorative practices in the 
poem bears a significant resemblance to the mechanisms of remembrance that were at work in 
the Anglo-Saxon present, as the poet maps Christian memoria onto the death of a Germanic hero.   
 This chapter considers the funerals in Beowulf—and Beowulf’s funeral in particular—
with respect to the poem’s Christian audience, offering a reading of Beowulf’s death and burial 
through the lens of the Anglo-Saxon memorial landscape and the use of inscription in the 
remembrance of the dead in the eighth to early eleventh centuries.  While the explicitly Christian 
nature of Beowulf’s fate remains a subject of debate, I would suggest that the mechanisms by 
which Beowulf desires to be remembered are closer to contemporary Anglo-Saxon practices than 
has been hitherto proposed.  Beowulf’s specifications for his barrow reflect metaphorically the 
familiar practices of writing the dead in Anglo-Saxon England from the eighth through the 
eleventh centuries.  In particular, the marked grave and the inscription of the dead in the 
memories of a particular readership—intended to prevent Beowulf’s memory from slipping into 
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oblivion—are technologies of remembrance used by Anglo-Saxon Christians.  In order to 
demonstrate these parallels to contemporary Anglo-Saxon England, this chapter highlights the 
various modes of Anglo-Saxon memoria at work in Beowulf, from Beowulf’s will-making to the 
treatment of his constructed monument as a mnemonic that writes his body on the landscape.   
    
The Death of Beowulf: Anglo-Saxon Memoria and the King’s Final Requests 
As an aged King of the Geats, Beowulf ventures out to fight the dragon that was 
terrorizing his people.  Although a retinue of retainers accompanies him, Beowulf intends to face 
the dragon alone, as he faced his other monstrous adversaries in the past.  Up to this point in the 
poem, Beowulf has proven physically adept—if not just incredibly fortunate52—in these battles.  
And while he ends up overmatched in his battle with the dragon (and is fatally bitten in the neck 
at lines 2688–93, though his kinsman Wiglaf steps in to help), even now Beowulf’s strength is 
legendary: in his final pass at the dragon, Beowulf swings his sword Nægling so hard that it 
shatters.  The poet explains that “wæs sio hond to strong” [his hand was so strong] that he broke 
any weapon that he carried into battle.
53
  And his strength remains superhuman even at the brink 
of death, but the description of the dying Beowulf that extends for several lines after this moment 
emphasizes not a hero’s marvelous power, but an old king’s physical failure and weakness.  This 
time, the battle costs the aging Beowulf his life.  The repeated mentions of his gushing wound 
and how swiftly he is indisposed by the bleeding reinforce Beowulf’s mortality and thus the 
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familiar, human concerns he articulates regarding his death and the provision for his 
remembrance among the living.   
 In my reading, the means by which Beowulf makes arrangements for his death and voices 
concern for his memory place the hero in a recognizably contemporary, Anglo-Saxon 
framework.  The poet’s emphasis on Beowulf’s mortality shows that he is humanized, clearly 
fallible, composed of flesh and bone, and therefore also concerned about being forgotten by 
those he leaves behind.  In this regard, my reading is aligned with that of Greenfield, who argues 
that 
[…] the poet has presented both the hero and his word with more humanitas than 
Christianitas; that to make us feel lacrimae rerum in his hero’s death, he has 
humanized the “marvelous” (or monstrous) Beowulf by making him fallible in 
judgment (his only flaw) and historicized his world so that we, the audience, are 
better able to empathize with the tragic situation, to suffer with Wiglaf and the 
Geats, even as we stand in awe of the hero who held to his high fate.
54
 
 
Greenfield’s main premise is that, by the end of his life, Beowulf is no longer the prophet or wise 
adviser he had been; he is reduced from a marvel to a man, and so “[…] by Beowulf’s fallible 
understanding we are made to feel the pathos of his self-sacrifice for a nation that cannot profit 
thereby.”55  I would extend Greenfield’s interpretation of the hero’s humanization to say that, for 
the Anglo-Saxon audience, the poem’s closing scenes do not evoke simply the pathos of 
Beowulf’s sacrifice, but the sense of cultural identification in the practices surrounding his death.  
While Beowulf desires a heroic death (and certainly recognizes that potential outcome in fighting 
the dragon), his concerns for remembrance at the end of his life reflect contemporary anxieties 
about the memory of the dead, including the importance of the body as a site for particular rituals 
that initiate one’s remembrance and also the necessity of people designated to carry out that 
remembrance.  In other words, Beowulf may die heroically, but the mechanisms by which he 
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aims to secure his memory in the minds of people—including bequeathing his material 
belongings, his specific requests to remain in the memory of the living, and details regarding the 
construction of an above-ground marker that inscribes his memory on the landscape—would ring 
true for the poet’s Christian Anglo-Saxon audience.     
 Once Beowulf is wounded by the dragon, his impending death provokes a series of 
orations directed to his loyal thane and kinsman, Wiglaf, in which Beowulf expresses his final 
wishes.  Beowulf makes arrangements for his body, his belongings, and for the provision of the 
dragon’s treasure (though tragically unsuccessful) for the use of the Geats.  In these speeches to 
Wiglaf, Beowulf recounts his good life and acknowledges his lack of a son to whom he “syllan 
wolde / guðgewædu”56 [would give these war garments].  Beowulf’s humanity is thus visible in 
his desire to bequeath his belongings to heirs in an “oral will,” echoing the previous two (albeit 
premature) wills he articulated just before the battles with Grendel and Grendel’s mother, in 
which Beowulf gave instructions for the care of his corpse and the destination of his 
belongings.
57
  While all three oral wills suggest the possibility of Beowulf’s death as he faces a 
dangerous opponent, these declarations also resemble the recorded Anglo-Saxon wills surviving 
from the mid-ninth century onward, by which one’s possessions and their recipients are 
designated in detail, including everything from land holdings and weaponry to necklaces and 
bedsheets.
58
  In each of these cases, physical possessions are to be given to specific recipients at 
the time of death; for example, the will of Ælfgifu (VIII) grants “Ælfwerdæ anræ sopcuppan. and 
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 Beowulf, lines 2729b–30a.   
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 See ibid., lines 445b–55a, in which he gives “non-instructions” for caring for his body (which, according to 
Beowulf, will no longer exist since Grendel will have eaten it), should Grendel defeat him; and lines 1474–91, in 
which he asks that the gifts he has been given from Hrothgar for his killing Grendel be given to Hygelac, should 
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 See Anglo-Saxon Wills, ed. and trans. Dorothy Whitelock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1930) and the 
recent study of the social aspect of Anglo-Saxon vernacular wills by Linda Tollerton, Wills and Will-Making in 
Anglo-Saxon England (York: York Medieval Press, 2011).  The moveable wealth named in the wills of elite Anglo-
Saxons could certainly include the variety of war-gear that Beowulf lists, including horses, shields, spears, helmets, 
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Æþelwerdæ anæs gerænodæs drincæhornæs”59 [to Ælfweard a drinking-cup and to Æthelweard 
an ornamented drinking-horn], while the will of Ælfhelm (XIII) specifies that he gives “Godrice. 
7 minre dehter healues þæs landes. be wuda. 7 be felda. buton þam þe ic minum preoste gean”60 
[to Godric and my daughter half the woodland and open land, except that which I grant to my 
priest].  It is critical to note that the bequeathed objects not only have material value, but are 
encoded by the relationships of the giver and the recipient;
61
 the object is inscribed with the 
identity of the deceased, which is carried on by the object’s later possession and use by the living 
recipient.  From a sociological perspective, “[…] the giving of gifts made statements about past, 
present and future relationships and was, therefore, implicated in the reproduction of 
relationships beyond the grave.”62  Like the gifts given by Bede prior to his death (discussed in 
Chapter 3), Beowulf’s gifts take on his identity and reflect his relationship with the recipients.  
Moreover, the objects Beowulf gives are imprinted by his body because of the body’s physical 
proximity to the object (as in the case of Beowulf’s armor) or the bodily acts that enable their 
possession (as in the case of the dragon’s treasure, the acquisition of which resulted in Beowulf’s 
mortal wounds).  The strong association of objects with the deceased is clear in other examples 
within the poem; for example, the Heathobard armor—worn by a Dane who accompanies 
Hrothgar’s daughter upon her marriage to a Heathobard prince—that Beowulf predicts will 
“wigbealu weccean” [awaken war-slaughter] between them demonstrates the power of heirlooms 
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to animate memories of the dead.
63
  Such objects are figuratively etched with significance from 
the lives of previous owners and the objects’ histories become intertwined with the valor or 
vengeance of their past bearers.  In each of these cases, the “Material objects were infused with 
significance beyond their material existence or monetary value, consolidating their status as 
memory objects that had the potential to retain aspects of the deceased within the social lives of 
the bereaved.”64  When given from the person’s deathbed—which is the case for the gifts given 
by both Bede and Beowulf—these objects take on particular significance, having been among the 
final thoughts of the deceased and even the last things he touched while living.  
 The most notorious bequeathed object in Beowulf’s final will is the dragon’s treasure.  
Described by the poet as a cursed hoard—“iumonna gold galdre bewunden” [gold of ancient 
ones encircled with a spell] whose possession was dictated by God’s decree65—the treasure is 
among the final thoughts of the dying Beowulf.  He asks Wiglaf to fetch some of the dragon’s 
hoard, and upon seeing some of the pieces Wiglaf brings, Beowulf thanks God that “þæs ðe ic 
moste minum leodum / ær swyltdæge swylc gestrynan”66 [I might acquire such treasure for my 
people before my death-day].  Because the treasure costs Beowulf his life, it takes on special 
meaning in its association with his “swyltdæge” [death-day].  The hoard is treated as one of 
Beowulf’s possessions and it—like the guðgewædu meant for the son he does not have—will be 
allocated to specific people (“minum leodum” [my people]) after his death.  He reiterates his 
intentions a few lines later to Wiglaf, stating that since he gave up his life for this treasure, 
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“fremmað gena / leoda þearfe”67 [you attend further to the need of the people].  Beowulf intends 
the treasure to be used for the Geats’ benefit, a testament to his provision as their king.  Beowulf 
knows his people will need help facing the inevitable raids from Swedes (and others) after his 
death: their king will be gone, but the treasure will remain and could act in his stead by 
purchasing the protection he can no longer provide.  While these plans are doomed to fail—as 
some twist or miscue causes this hoard of treasure to end up buried with Beowulf’s ashes68—
Beowulf’s intentions to distribute his wealth for those in his care positions this treasure as a 
“replacement” for his own presence as their protector.  To repeat the phrase from Elizabeth 
Hallam and Jenny Hockey, this gift was meant to “retain aspects of the deceased within the 
social lives of the bereaved”—the treasure was intended to become Beowulf in a sense, 
protecting his people in light of his physical absence.  
 This notion of the transfer of bodily presence to a physical object that is inscribed with 
the identity of the dead is most clearly evoked in Beowulf’s articulation to Wiglaf of specific 
directions for the handling of his body and the construction of a monument over his grave.  What 
Beowulf requests is not simply a grave, but an object that will replace his body as a permanent 
fixture, inscribing his memory on the landscape with a legible sign that is encoded with specific 
meaning for living “readers.”  The description of this monument thus reflects Anglo-Saxon 
attitudes about the grave as a locus for remembrance, a place that writes the body—now hidden 
and unseen—into living memory.  Having made arrangements for the hoard, Beowulf says to 
Wiglaf,  
Nu ic on maðma hord         mine bebohte  
frode feorhlege,         fremmað gena  
leoda þearfe;         ne mæg ic her leng wesan.  
Hatað heaðomære         hlæw gewyrcean  
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beorhtne æfter bæle         æt brimes nosan;  
se scel to gemyndum         minum leodum  
heah hlifian         on Hrones Næsse,  
þæt hit sæliðend         syððan hatan  
Biowulfes Biorh,         ða ðe brentingas  
ofer floda genipu         feorran drifað.
69
 
 
[Now that I have sold my old life-span for this hoard of treasures, you attend 
further to the need of the people; I may not be here long.  Order those renowned 
in battle to construct a mound, bright after the funeral fire, at the cliffs by the sea; 
it shall stand high as a remembrance for my people on Whale’s Cliff, so that 
afterward seafarers, those who steer broad ships from afar over the dark waters, 
will call it “Beowulf’s Barrow.”] 
 
Beowulf asks that his grave, which he labels “Biowulfes Biorh” [Beowulf’s Barrow], be 
constructed on a particular cliff, emphasizing the physical location of his grave as an actual, 
geographical site.  It is not merely that Beowulf designates such a lofty and stunning place for his 
gravesite, but that he names its location specifically: it is not to be on just any high cliff, but on 
“Hrones Næsse” [Whale’s Cliff], which the poet treats as a recognizable part of the local 
topography.  The poet reiterates this designation as Beowulf’s men bring his body to the pyre to 
be burned: “æþeling boren, / har hilderinc to Hrones Næsse”70 [they carried the prince, old 
battle-warrior, to Whale’s Cliff].  The poet has effectively framed Whale’s Cliff as an actual site 
in his own time, made to seem both real and reachable.  In fact, in describing the burial of the 
dragon’s treasure on Hrones Næs along with the remains of Beowulf’s pyre, the poet remarks,  
forleton eorla gestreon         eorðan healdan,  
gold on greote,         þær hit nu gen lifað,  
eldum swa unnyt         swa hit æror wæs.
71
 
 
[they gave the treasure of princes to the earth to hold, gold in the ground, where it 
lives even now, as useless to men as it previously was.] 
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Although the poet here affirms the futility of buried treasure, echoing the speaker of The 
Seafarer, who notes that the gold strewn in the grave will be of little help on Judgment Day,
72
 the 
effect of the verisimilitude is clear.  By stating that the treasure “þær […] nu gen lifað” [yet lies 
there now], the poet implies the physical reality of the cliff and the grave atop it in his own 
day—that is, in the Anglo-Saxon present.   
 Such barrows were not unfamiliar points of reference on the Anglo-Saxon landscape; as 
Robinson notes, there are a number of instances of the use of words such as hlæw and beorh that 
designate landmarks in Anglo-Saxon charters and place names in a way similar to “Biowulfes 
Biorh.”73  But the topographic details of the placement of this barrow, particularly considering 
the poet’s note of its existence “nu gen,” gives this description a remarkable resemblance to the 
Anglo-Saxon lists of saints’ resting places, a genre of memorial text unique to England that dates 
back to at least the mid-ninth century.
74
  Several of these resting places are defined by their 
proximity to various rivers, named fens, and the sea; David W. Rollason gives an example of 
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such a topographical description with the entry for John of Beverly the bishop of Hexham (d. 
721), who is recorded as being buried near the River Hull: “Đonne resteð sanctus Iohannes 
biscop on þare stowe Beferlic, neah þare ea Hul”75 [There rests Saint John the Bishop in the 
place of Beverly, which is near the River Hull].  This sense of geography allows not only the 
saints’ graves to be found, but also readers to imagine the physical placement of the saints’ 
bodies, perhaps for use in devotion and prayer.  Like these famous Anglo-Saxon graves, 
Beowulf’s final resting place is expressed by the poet as an actual, physical place of 
commemoration, identifiable by particular features in the landscape.  Beowulf’s request that his 
grave be “æt brimes nosan” [at the cliffs by the sea] and that it “heah hlifian on Hrones Næsse” 
[stand high on Whale’s Cliff] indicates both this known cliff and the sea below as topographical 
features, lending the sense that, as with the saints’ resting places, one would be able to locate his 
body.   
 Far from suggesting Beowulf’s sainthood from this rhetorical parallel, I would propose 
that it brings the reality of his gravesite and the body’s function in commemorative rituals into 
sharp focus: Beowulf’s grave is much like those of the venerated dead, buried in a known 
location with his entire body in a single site of remembrance.  According to Rollason, “the form 
of these lists [of saints’ resting places] implies that the bodies of the saints referred to were 
entire,” which is in line with “the English church’s adherence to the practices of Rome in 
avoiding the fragmentation of saints’ corpses or skeletons” following the influence of Gregory 
the Great.
76
  By specifying the location of the saints’ bodily remains, the list implies that the 
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whole person is indeed buried there, which speaks to the Anglo-Saxons’ concerns regarding the 
fragmentation of the body by animals or the elements, as was noted in Chapter 1.
77
  This focus 
on bodily wholeness at the memorial site is, likewise, central to the concerns about the body and 
remembrance in Beowulf, and especially those voiced by Beowulf himself.   
 Given the poet’s Christian worldview, modern scholars might anticipate the Beowulf-
poet’s censure at Beowulf’s request that his body be cremated, but the poet’s focus for these 
events is not so much on the exact treatment of the body (that is, its incineration) as it is on the 
importance of the body’s wholeness for these rituals.  While the act of cremation will itself 
physically dissolve the body, reducing it to ash and charred bone, this destruction took place 
within the controlled space of the funerary ritual, where the body remained essential.
78
  In the 
poem, Beowulf repeatedly emphasizes the necessity of the body for these commemorative rituals 
to take place properly.  Early on, he hypothesizes the potential failure of his own wholeness for 
his funeral when verbalizing to the Danes the likelihood of his death in his fight with Grendel:  
  Na þu minne þearft  
hafalan hydan,         ac he me habban wile  
dreore fahne,         gif mec deað nimeð:  
                                                                                                                                                             
Anglo-Saxon Deviant Burial Customs; and John Blair, “The Dangerous Dead in Early Medieval England,” in Early 
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byreð blodig wæl,         byrgean þenceð,  
eteð angenga         unmurnlice,  
mearcað morhopu—         no ðu ymb mines ne þearft  
lices feorme         leng sorgian.
79
  
 
[You will have no need to cover my head, but he will have taken me, shining with 
gore, if death takes me.  The solitary one will carry the bloody corpse, think to 
taste it, eat it without remorse, mark the moor-retreat; you will need not long 
endure sorrow about taking care of my body.] 
 
Repeating for a second time the possibility that “deað nimeð” [death takes] him—an event which 
Beowulf repeatedly states is left up to “dryhtnes dome”80 [God’s judgment]—Beowulf imagines 
himself as a “blodig wæl” [bloody corpse], reduced to a mere bloodstain inside Grendel’s lair.  
The dark humor of his prediction is that there will be no need for a funeral, as there will be no 
body to place on the pyre; Grendel will have eaten him, and there will be no head to cover for the 
funerary rituals.
81
  Leaving no body over which to mourn, Beowulf could leave only the physical 
vestige of the blood that “mearcað” [marks] the inside of an alien and remote “morhopu” [moor-
retreat].  Rather than the body being cared for by the living and placed deliberately in a grave, 
the body itself is doing the marking, “writing” his death in an isolated and foreboding place.  
This is a trace that Beowulf certainly does not wish to leave.  That such a scenario is imagined by 
Beowulf as the “worst that could happen”—to underscore the difficulty of his fighting Grendel—
suggests that it is far from a desirable end. 
                                                 
79
 Beowulf, lines 445b–51.  
80
 Ibid., line 441a.  
81
 As noted by Fulk, Bjork, and Niles regarding Beowulf line 445b, “halfan hydan may perhaps refer either to 
interment, as in Wan 84 (in eorðscræfe eorl gehydde) but with hafalan functioning synecdochically, or to a custom 
associated with interment.”  Klaeber’s Beowulf, 143.  This custom has been suggested as the covering of the head, 
which is interpreted as a Christian practice (by Klaeber; see below), but Old Norse-Icelandic evidence suggests that 
in this custom it would have been the mourners—and not the deceased individual—who would have had head 
coverings.  In her edition of an anonymous lausavísa from Magnúss saga góða ok Haralds harðraáða, Kari Ellen 
Gade notes that the retainers of Magnús cover their heads in grief at the death of their ruler; see Skaldic Poetry of the 
Scandinavian Middle Ages: Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas II, vol. 2, ed. Gade (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 813–14.  If 
this custom is applied to the “halfan hydan” in Beowulf, it would suggest that Beowulf is telling his listeners that 
they would have no need to cover their heads for him, in mourning, since no funeral would be possible.  The 
allusions to Christian burial in this passage—as well as at lines 1004ff. and 3107ff.—are addressed by Klaeber in 
The Christian Elements in Beowulf, 55–56. 
  
248 
 
 Moreover, in recounting his adventure in Denmark, Beowulf himself again emphasizes 
the importance of wholeness for the funerary rites when he explains the Danes’ anxiety over the 
death and dismemberment of Æschere at the hands of Grendel’s mother:  
Noðer hy hine ne moston,         syððan mergen cwom,  
deaðwerigne,         Denia leode 
bronde forbærnan,         ne on bel hladan  
leofne mannan;         hio þæt lic ætbær  
feondes fæðmum         under firgenstream.  
þæt wæs Hroðgare         hreowa tornost  
þara þe leodfruman         lange begeate.
82
  
 
[When the morning came, the Danish people had not been able to burn the death-
weary one with fire, nor lay that beloved man on the pyre; she carried off that 
body in the fiend’s embrace under the mountain stream.  That was for Hrothgar 
the most bitter of sorrows of those which had befallen the prince of the people]. 
 
Beowulf’s explanation of the Danes’ sadness because they could not treat Æschere’s body in 
their customary way demonstrates the way that the body’s wholeness is linked to these funerary 
rituals.
83
  With nothing to cremate, the people are unable to commemorate Æschere or enable his 
remembrance through these ritual acts that give the living a physical space in which to secure the 
memory of the dead.   
 In this regard, Beowulf’s insistence that the whole body was needed for these 
commemorative practices to take place is parallel to Christian Anglo-Saxon sentiments regarding 
the wholeness of the body at burial: the Danes’ sorrow over their inability to hold a proper 
funeral for Æschere echoes the distress of the subjects of the martyred King Edmund before his 
head was recovered in the miraculous protection of a wolf.  According to Ælfric, the Vikings 
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who decapitated Edmund deliberately hid his head in brambles “þæt hit bebyrged ne wurde”84 
[so that it could not be buried].  Indeed, the total enmity of the Viking invaders hinges on this 
moment, where it is revealed that they would not only kill such a good king, but desecrate his 
corpse so that proper burial was impossible.  Upon discovering their dead king’s body, 
Edmund’s people saw that “heora hlafordes lic læg butan heafde, and wurdon swiðe sarige for 
his slege on mode, and huru þæt hi næfdon þæt heafod to þam bodige”85 [their lord’s body lay 
without a head, and they became very sorrowful in spirit for his death, and indeed that they did 
not have the head for the body].  Like the Danes mourning the loss of Æschere’s body, the 
sadness of Edmund’s people was not simply for his death, but for their inability to treat his body 
suitably for their funerary rituals and thus physically commemorate their king.   
 Beowulf’s noted concern for bodily wholeness for the funeral reflects an Anglo-Saxon 
view of the problem of the dismembered body.  In its scattered state, the body is not fully present 
in the commemorative space, and if eaten (as Beowulf fears for himself, facing Grendel), it 
cannot be actually present in any space.  The remembrance of the dead is therefore jeopardized 
without the funerary rituals that inscribe the identity of the dead on a designated physical object 
or location on the landscape.  To be properly inscribed in memory, then, it appears that one must 
first be physically whole and one’s parts accounted for; the bodily presence is critical in that it 
precipitates the “inscribed presence” by which the dead individual is remembered.86  Beowulf’s 
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 Ælfric, Lives of Three English Saints, ed. G. I. Needham (1966; repr. Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1992), 
50, line 112. 
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 Ibid., 51, lines 114–16.  
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 The relationship between the body’s wholeness and the remembrance of the dead is suggested in the discomfort 
with missing body parts in the late tenth-century burial of Byrhtnoth at Ely.  Having received Byrhtnoth’s 
decapitated body after the fight at Maldon, the monks at Ely supplied a “round lump of wax” for the missing head at 
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indicating a distinct connection between the surrogate head apparently visible at his grave and Byrthnoth’s 
remembrance and commemoration by the people.  See Book II §62 of Liber Eliensis: A History of the Isle of Ely 
from the Seventh Century to the Twelfth, trans. Janet Fairweather (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 2005), 163.  See 
also the discussion of bodily wholeness and fragmentation above, pages 245–46 nn. 76 and 77. 
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instructions for his body and the barrow that will stand over it on Hrones Næs echo these 
concerns.  The grave marker he asks Wiglaf to have built is meant to replace Beowulf both 
physically and metaphorically: Beowulf anticipates that his whole body will be cremated and 
directs that they order the warriors “hlæw gewyrcean / beorhtne æfter bæle”87 [to construct a 
mound, bright after the funeral fire], indicating that the mound (hlæw) be constructed directly 
over the pyre and his own remains.  Beowulf thus imagines this earthen monument replacing him 
physically, since his body—reduced to ashes interred within this hlæw—will no longer be 
visible.  Lacking any other physical presence among the living, Beowulf suggests that this 
barrow will “stand in” for himself, a metaphorical replacement for his absent body that is given 
Beowulf’s own name: “Biowulfes Biorh.”  The barrow erected at this site preserves the 
wholeness of the identity once associated with his body, acting as both a physical remnant of and 
a surrogate for the man whose ashes are interred within it.  Beowulf’s grave is thus a written text 
in the sense of its being a “presence-bearing trace”88—it remains here in the absence of Beowulf, 
taking on the role of the body and speaking his memory among the living.  
 I read Beowulf’s requests for his burial as framed in terms of physical inscription, since 
his desire for remembrance is expressed as a legible mark meant for living readers.  As Chapter 1 
has argued, Anglo-Saxon memoria focuses specifically on preserving the memory of the dead 
through an inscription that remains among the living, with this marked surface mediating the 
physical presence of the deceased in light of the body’s absence.  While Beowulf is not 
requesting a grave marker carved with letters, he positions the land itself as the writable surface: 
the earthen monument acts as an inscription on the landscape that is designated textually as 
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 Beowulf, lines 2802b–803a. 
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 Laura Kendrick, Animating the Letter: The Figurative Embodiment of Writing from Late Antiquity to the 
Renaissance (Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 1999), 14–17; see also my discussion of Kendrick in the 
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“Biowulfes Biorh.”  To use Walter J. Ong’s definition, written words are “[…] no longer 
audible, which is to say they are no longer real words, but only marks on the surface which can 
signal those who know the proper codes how to create certain real words or groups of real 
words.”89  I would suggest that Beowulf here invests in the “afterlife” of the text by treating this 
barrow, this physical mark, as a signifier of himself with designated viewers who can decode its 
meaning.  As an inscription on the land, the barrow, like written text, is taken in with the eyes 
and understood as having specific signification.  It acts as a sign that Beowulf specifically 
imagines being read long after his death, signifying the words “Biowulfes Biorh” and, by 
extension, his own physical presence.   
 This reading of the grave-as-inscription, a “mark on a surface,” to use Ong’s phrase,90 
takes as a starting point the topography of the barrow itself.  Beowulf imagines it being clearly 
set apart from its surroundings, as the earthen mound will “heah hlifian” [stand high], marked 
out and separated from the flat surface around it.  This “mark” is also given clear signification in 
this passage, as Beowulf specifically envisions the built-up area in which his body will be laid to 
rest as a recognizable, mnemonic feature of the landscape.  His monument’s primary function is 
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to evoke his memory: in describing the barrow’s placement, Beowulf first says it shall be built 
“to gemyndum minum leodum”91 [as a memorial for my people].  The noun gemynd (meaning 
memory or memorial) suggests the desired effect of this mark—that it would, as a visible 
monument, evoke the remembrance of the dead.  This is the same type of remembrance evoked 
in Cynewulf’s use of gemynd in describing his own mindfulness of the cross in Elene, as well as 
Cynewulf’s request in the epilogue to The Fates of the Apostles that his readers be gemyndig 
[mindful] of him.  I would suggest that the same sentiment is at work in Beowulf’s reference to 
his own physical memorial: in the requests of both Beowulf and Cynewulf, the desired effect is 
that the physical remnant—for Beowulf, a barrow marking the landscape, and for Cynewulf, 
letters inked on parchment—would invoke the reader’s remembrance.  Their physical presence 
in the world is replaced by a textual presence, a “mark on a surface,” that signifies the individual 
and that is meant to induce in all who see it mindfulness of this specific individual.  Beowulf’s 
request is thus one of inscription: he wishes to remain in the communal memory of his people 
through being physically and visually “written” on the landscape.   
 That Beowulf intends his grave to function as a text to perpetuate his memory in words is 
evident in his anticipation of the barrow having specific “readers.”  In expressing his dying 
wishes to Wiglaf, Beowulf states, “hit sæliðend syððan hatan / Biowulfes Biorh”92 [afterward 
seafarers will call it “Beowulf’s Barrow”], which suggests that these seafarers will not only “see” 
the barrow and passively recognize it, but also read this monument as a signifier.  Consequently, 
it is not called “Biowulfes Biorh” by Beowulf alone, but is anticipated to evoke these words 
since Beowulf knows the seafarers have (to use Ong’s definition) “the proper codes” to form this 
phrase.   
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 This readership of sæliðend refers to the same variety of sea-going men who are invoked 
elsewhere in the poem.  When introduced to Beowulf, Hrothgar refers to sæliðend as the ones 
who first told him about the great strength of Ecgtheow’s son, saying “þæt he þritiges / manna 
mægencræft on his mundgripe / heaþorof hæbbe”93 [that he, brave in battle, has the strength of 
thirty men in his hand grip].  It is also from sæliðend that Beowulf hears about Grendel and “þæt 
þæs sele stande, / reced selesta, rinca gehwylcum / idel ond unnyt”94 [that this great hall stands, 
the best building, idle and unused for each of warriors].
95
  In stating that this monument will be 
read by sæliðend, then, Beowulf is thinking of those individuals who were primarily responsible 
for spreading news of current events and important deeds among the peoples in the North Sea 
zone.  In other words, in his final oral will, Beowulf provides for the perpetuation not just of his 
name (through idle recognition of a topographical feature), but also of the memory of him and 
his deeds by an audience of travelling storytellers.   
 This reading of the grave-as-inscription is further suggested in the poet’s treatment of the 
construction of Beowulf’s burial mound and his elaborate funerary ceremonies.  Beowulf’s dying 
requests and the performance of his funerary rites are separated by nearly 300 lines, with 
Wiglaf’s harangue to the cowardly retainers, the morose tidings of the messenger, and finally 
Wiglaf’s retelling of Beowulf’s death to the Geats in the intervening narrative.  Wiglaf’s 
retelling, however, ends with a declaration that again highlights the function of Beowulf’s 
monument as a physical inscription of their fallen king:  
  Sie sio bær gearo,  
ædre geæfned,         þonne we ut cymen,  
ond þonne geferian         frean userne,  
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leofne mannan,         þær he longe sceal  
on ðæs waldendes         wære geþolian.
96
 
 
[Let the bier be readied, prepared quickly, when we come out [of the dragon’s 
lair] and then let us bear our lord, beloved man, where he must long remain in the 
Lord’s keeping.] 
 
Wiglaf here expresses that the “bær” [bier], over which they will build the barrow per Beowulf’s 
instructions, is where Beowulf “longe sceal / ðæs waldendes wære geþolian” [must long remain 
in the Lord’s keeping].  This statement creates in Wiglaf’s expression a sense of the Christian 
dead waiting in their graves for resurrection, and it also suggests how the remembrance of 
Beowulf is physically embodied by the marked space of the bier.  The monument they will build 
here is tied inherently to the body, which, having been cremated and thus reduced to 
unrecognizable ashes, will have the barrow as a new “skin,” an object through which Beowulf 
can physically “geþolian” [remain or survive] and be recognized.97     
 The function of the monument as a marker of and replacement for the body is reinforced 
by the execution of the so-called “double funeral” the Geats conduct at this site.98  First, Wiglaf 
orders wood to be brought in for the bier, so that the flames might devour the body of their king, 
and he with seven others goes to carry the “har hilderinc to Hrones Næsse”99 [grey old warrior to 
Whale’s Cliff].  After describing the intense sensations of Beowulf’s cremation—the heat, the 
smoke rising to the heavens, and the sorrowful song of the Geatish woman—the poet describes a 
second funerary ritual ten days later, which is the building of Beowulf’s barrow:  
Geworhton ða         Wedra leode  
hlæw on hoe,         se wæs heah ond brad,  
wegliðendum         wide gesyne,  
ond betimbredon         on tyndagum  
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 This doubling of funerary ceremonies for Beowulf is not found in any of the parallel or analogue texts, such as 
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beadurofes becn,         bronda lafe  
wealle beworhton,         swa hyt weorðlicost  
foresnotre men         findan mihton. 
Hi on beorg dydon  beg on siglu, 
eall swylc hyrsta,  swylce on horde ær 
niðhedige men  genumen hæfdon; 
forleton eorla gestreon         eorðan healdan,  
gold on greote,         þær hit nu gen lifað,  
eldum swa unnyt         swa hit æror wæs.
100
  
 
[Then the people of the Weders constructed a mound on the headland that was 
high and broad, widely visible to seafarers, and they built in ten days that sign of 
the battle-brave one; they built a wall around the leavings of the fires, as 
splendidly as the most clever of men could devise it.  In the barrow they placed 
rings and jewels, all the ornaments previously in the hoard that the hostile men 
took.  They gave the treasure of princes to the earth to hold, gold in the ground, 
where it remains even now, as useless to men as it was previously.] 
 
Once again, the visibility of the “hlæw” is emphasized, as the poet’s remark that “se wæs heah 
ond brad, / wegliðendum wide gesyne” [it was high and broad, widely visible to seafarers] refers 
back to the barrow: it is made to stand out from the landscape, seen by “wegliðendum” (a 
synonym for sæliðend), as Beowulf had specifically desired.  The echoing of Beowulf’s own 
words here indicates not only the fulfillment of Beowulf’s wishes by his people (that is, in all 
except for the burial of the dragon’s hoard), but also the importance of the barrow’s strategic 
placement in the direct sight of its intended readers.  The poet takes care to underscore the 
barrow’s difference from the space around it; as a mark on a surface, it is made deliberately 
visible, raised up “heah ond brad” such that it could be singled out, identified, and decoded as 
words.  The emphasis here on seeing and sight treats the barrow as a text; like the written sign, 
the barrow must be taken in with the eyes in order to be decoded and understood by its sea-faring 
readers.   
 The Beowulf-poet also emphasizes the barrow’s legibility here when he calls the erected 
monument the “beadurofes becn,” meaning literally a “sign of the battle-brave one.”  The Old 
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English word beacen has a wide range of meanings, including sign (corresponding to the Latin 
signum) or portent; it can also mean outward mark, appearance, or gesture.  In poetry, beacen 
often means a physical symbol, as in the figurative references to the cross or to various visual or 
audible signals (such as a bell’s toll).  And it can refer to writing directly, as in the case of the 
writing on the wall in the Old English Daniel.
101
  In spite of this range of meanings, the phrase 
“beadurofes becn” in Beowulf has been read as suggestive of the Geats’ paganism: Robinson, 
arguing that Beowulf’s elaborate funerary sequence and cremation imply the hero’s apotheosis, 
interprets the sense of becn as “lend[ing] it a numinous quality, since becn means ‘sign, portent, 
idol,’ and it is used in Christian times to refer to the Cross and to Christ’s miracles.  It can 
designate memorial stones (especially in the inscriptions on such stones) but never refers to a 
tomb in Old English.”102  I argue that the reference to becn does not suggest the pagan deification 
of Beowulf, but invokes the language of Christian memorial inscriptions, thus further implicating 
the mound’s treatment as legible “text.”   
 Becn is the same word used in self-referencing commemorative inscriptions (which 
Robinson mentions) that use the Old English epitaph formula “X raised this becun æfter N.,” 
with the word “becun” referring reflexively to the cross or monument that bears the 
inscription.
103
  This formula is inscribed on numerous Christian Anglo-Saxon memorial crosses, 
such as the cross-shafts at Wycliffe, Dewsbury, and Thornhill.  For example, the eighth- to ninth-
century cross-shaft fragment known as Dewsbury 10 has an inscription that reads: “—RHTAE 
BECUN A[E]FTER BEORNAE GIBIDDAD D[A]ER SAULE” [—(OE personal name) a 
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monument in memory of his child (or lord); pray for the (= his) soul].
104
  The runic inscription 
on Thornhill C, which dates to the ninth century, similarly employs the word becun in carved 
lines of alliterative Old English verse: “Gilswiþ aræde æfte Berhtswiþe / becun on bergi; 
gebiddaþ þær saule” 105 [Gilsuith raised up a monument in memory of Berhtsuith on her tomb; 
pray for her soul].  Here, becun refers to the stone monument (likely a cross) on Berhtsuith’s 
tomb, having been “erected by one nun in memory of another.”106  Moreover, the inscription on 
Thornhill C indicates the type of tomb that the stone cross marked—a bergi (barrow)—which is 
an alternate spelling of the word used by Beowulf in line 2807a to describe his own burial 
mound (biorh), and perhaps indicates that this inscribed cross was placed atop a mound that was 
built over Berhtsuith’s body.  This composition of a “becun on bergi”—a grave marker on a 
mound—is consistent with a few other early graves in Anglo-Saxon England.  For example, a 
sixth- to eighth-century slab known as Cannington 1 (Somerset) was uncovered in a cemetery 
used from the later Roman period through the early eighth century, and it “[…] was associated 
with an important grave which was late in the sequence and had been marked by a mound and 
covered with a slab structure […].  It is suggested that this grave was probably Christian and 
later became the focus for visitations.  The engraved stone had been set on the surface of the 
mound.”107  While the branch-like script of Cannington 1 is not legible (and may never have 
been
108
), this slab demonstrates a precedent for the “double-marking” of an important grave, 
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using not only an earthen mound but also a stone marker that could be inscribed to aid in the 
identification and remembrance of the deceased.  
 I am not suggesting that the Beowulf-poet envisioned an actual stone cross atop 
Beowulf’s barrow, but that the poet’s use of the word becn in reference to the burial mound 
evokes this language of Christian memorial inscriptions.  Given the commemorative context of 
the phrase “beadurofes becn,” the word becn would be far more likely to evoke the image of 
these Christian memorial inscriptions for the audience of Beowulf than the ominous, pagan sense 
of “idol,” as Robinson argues.109  Although not carved with alphabetic language, the becn over 
Beowulf’s grave is indeed a “sign” of what lies within it, a symbol of who is buried there; it is in 
every sense, then, a licbæcun—to borrow the word from the cross shaft at St. Oswald’s church at 
Crowle—“a sign of the body.”110  And like these self-referencing memorial inscriptions, the 
barrow to which the becn refers is at once a monument to and a signifier of Beowulf, identifying 
him now that his previous physical marker—his body—is hidden from view.  The text of the 
marked grave thus replaces and also fixes Beowulf’s presence in the memory of those who read 
it.  
 
Death and the Absent Body: The Mythologized Death of Scyld Scefing 
 The inscribed and legible nature of Beowulf’s barrow also makes it stand out as distinctly 
different from any of the other funerals in Beowulf.  The only other king whose funeral is fully 
treated by the Beowulf-poet is Scyld Scefing.
111
  Comparisons between the kings in Beowulf are 
                                                                                                                                                             
characteristic of cemeteries used by native communities, albeit here under Anglo-Saxon rule, then their links with 
the Merovingian world and other British-speaking communities like Wareham is explicable.”  Ibid.  
109
 Other instances of the word becn in Beowulf include the reference to the sun (“beorht beacn Godes,” line 570a) 
and the reference to a banner or emblem in the dragon’s hoard (“beacna beorhtost,” line 2777a).  
110
 See the discussion of Crowle 01 (CASSS 5) in Chapter 1, pages 86–88. 
111
 It bears mentioning that the Beowulf-poet does not describe the death of Hrothgar.  Aside from the foreshadowing 
of treachery and the burning of Heorot (lines 81b–85) and the narration of Hrothgar’s certainty that he and Beowulf 
  
259 
 
numerous, particularly on the issue of the effectiveness of their leadership in providing their 
people with protection and suitable heirs before death.  Positioned at opposite ends of the poem, 
Scyld and Beowulf invite such comparisons, particularly since these two—in addition to 
Hrothgar—are seemingly equally esteemed by the Beowulf-poet in his comment “þæt wæs god 
cyning” [that was a good king], referring to each man respectively in lines 11b, 863b, and 
2390b.
112
  The aggressive and successful reign of Scyld Scefing in the opening lines establishes a 
standard for kingship, and likewise, his funeral offers an important point of reference for royal 
death and commemoration in the poem.  After two-dozen lines outlining Scyld’s origins and the 
glorious legacy of his son, Beow, the poet states,  
Him ða Scyld gewat         to gescæphwile  
felahror feran         on frean wære.  
Hi hyne þa ætbæron         to brimes faroðe,  
swæse gesiþas,         swa he selfa bæd,  
þenden wordum weold.         Wine Scyldinga, 
leof landfruma         lange ahte— […]113  
 
[Then Scyld departed at the appointed hour, very vigorous, into the keeping of the 
Lord.  His own dear retainers bore him to the current of the sea, as he himself 
ordered while he wielded words.  Lord of Scyldings, beloved prince of the land, 
ruled for a long time…] 
 
The death of Scyld reflects his mythologized status as the origin of the Scylfing dynasty: even at 
death, he is “felahror”—seemingly untouched by physical decay or old age, and dying not 
because of frailty or wounds, but because it was simply the appointed time.  In a similar fashion, 
                                                                                                                                                             
would not see each other again once Beowulf left for Geatland (lines 1873b–76a), we have no indication of how the 
Danish king died.  While the deaths of other kings, such as the leaders of the Swedes and the Geats, are covered by 
the poet, there is general silence on the Danish succession.  James H. Morey reads this silence as an implication of 
treachery and kin-killing within the Danish royal house, which Morey argues ultimately brings Grendel’s destruction 
upon Heorot.  “The Fates of Men in Beowulf,” in Source of Wisdom: Old English and Early Medieval Latin Studies 
in Honour of Thomas D. Hill, ed. Charles D. Wright, Frederick M. Biggs, and Thomas N. Hall (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 2002), 26–51.  
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Beowulf’s death comes in his old age, and even though injured, his strength—like Scyld’s—is 
noteworthy at the end of his life, having shattered his sword from the power of his own hands.  
Like Beowulf, Scyld also dictated the arrangements for his body, which were carried out as he 
“selfa bæd” [himself ordered].  And like Beowulf, who after death is said to rest “on ðæs 
waldendes wære” [in the Lord’s keeping],114 Scyld is described as departing “on frean wære” 
[into the keeping of the Lord].  While these phrases suggest a similar entrance into the afterlife 
for the two kings, the treatment of their remains and their earthly commemoration are quite 
different.  The final requests of the mythologized Scyld stand in stark contrast to the material and 
fixed nature of the requests of the dying Beowulf.  Scyld desires a watery fate for his body, not a 
burial or physical memorial.  Lending an almost otherworldly sense to the description of his 
funeral, the final sea voyage of Scyld’s corpse parallels his origins: in his description of the 
placement of the king’s body and the treasure in the “æþelinges fær”115 [noble’s ship], the poet 
recalls the similarity to Scyld’s unusual arrival to the Danes as a child:   
Nalæs hi hine læssan         lacum teodan,  
þeodgestreonum,         þonne þa dydon  
þe hine æt frumsceafte         forð onsendon  
ænne ofer yðe         umborwesende.  
Þa gyt hie him asetton         segen gyldenne  
heah ofer heafod,         leton holm beran,  
geafon on garsecg;         him wæs geomor sefa,  
murnende mod.         Men ne cunnon  
secgan to soðe,         selerædende,  
hæleð under heofenum,         hwa þæm hlæste onfeng.
116
  
 
[They provided no lesser gifts for him, treasures of the people, than did those who 
at the beginning sent him forth alone, being a child, over the waves.  Then they 
set a golden banner high over his head, and let the sea bear him, waves on the sea; 
they had a grieving spirit, mourning mood.  Men truly cannot say, neither hall-
counselors nor warriors under the heavens, who received that load.]  
 
                                                 
114
 Ibid., line 3109. 
115
 Ibid., line 33b.  
116
 Ibid., lines 43–52.  
  
261 
 
The treasure loaded around Scyld’s body is described as “þeodgestreonum” [treasures of the 
people], perhaps offering a parallel to the hard-won but useless treasure of the dragon with which 
Beowulf is buried at the end of the poem.  Scyld’s people intend to send out his body with the 
same degree of wealth with which he arrived, a friendless child without a home.  The poet’s final 
mention of this bedecked funerary ship whose destination is completely obscure leaves a 
haunting image: by remarking on the indefinite recipient of “þæm hlæste” [that load], the poet 
refers at once to the treasure and to Scyld’s body.  The final resting place of the king’s body is 
unknowable, left entirely to the waves, and his body is made as “homeless” as Scyld himself was 
when he first arrived.   
 In effect, the unknowable fate of Scyld’s body emphasizes his mythological origins rather 
than his humanity, as the sea that brought him to his people now takes him away.  The poet’s 
explicit statement of ignorance regarding where the ship will end up after it is launched leaves 
unspoken that Scyld’s people retain nothing but their own grief by which to remember their king; 
his body is absent, and there is no lasting marker for its place.  While the glorious legacy of 
Scyld’s kingship lives on through his son, Beow, and thus provides a form of commemoration 
for Scyld, the physical marker of Scyld’s own identity is not a fixed point, but a bloodline.  
Entirely unlike the treatment of Beowulf’s body at his funeral, the destination of Scyld’s body is 
wholly ethereal, leaving no physical trace.  In keeping with the distant and legendary world of 
the poem’s opening scenes, Scyld is given a legacy vested in the flesh and blood of his heirs and 
the stories of his greatness, rather than on the fixity of his own body in a place of remembrance.   
 The poet’s treatment of Scyld’s death stands in stark contrast to the tangible nature of the 
memorialization of Beowulf at the end of the poem.  In the poet’s description of Beowulf’s 
death, the king is very concerned with the physical aspects of remembrance; Beowulf desires to 
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leave behind a mark on the landscape that is centered on his body as a site for commemoration.  
Thus, while Scyld’s remembrance is left up to legends that suit the now-distant moment of his 
rule, the nature of Beowulf’s commemoration seems notably more familiar, anchored to a 
physical, visible monument that acknowledges the importance of the body in the remembrance of 
the dead.  Beowulf’s funeral is therefore much closer to the deaths of Christian Anglo-Saxon 
kings, for whom remembrance and succession were central concerns that were manifested 
physically; as Nicole Marafioti argues regarding tenth- and eleventh-century Anglo-Saxon royal 
funerals, “The royal corpse offered contenders a concrete connection with the previous regime—
a connection which could provide an ideological justification for their accession and 
authority.”117  Entirely unlike the absent body of Scyld Scefing, Beowulf’s body provides a 
“concrete” space for his own legacy, in spite of his lack of an heir.  His grave is understood as a 
real, physical place of commemoration, described in the familiar terms of the inscription of a 
venerated Anglo-Saxon grave.  Although these events are staged in the distant and heroic past, 
the poet’s emphasis on the physical vestiges of the dead as mechanisms of remembrance in the 
death of Beowulf would have been reassuringly familiar to a Christian Anglo-Saxon audience, 
for whom physical objects by which to remember the dead were essential.  
 
Death and the Absence of Memoria: Oblivion and the “Last Survivor” 
The marked and legible nature of the monument through which Beowulf intends to 
preserve himself in the memories of his people is also set in high relief through a consideration 
of the Last Survivor: a solitary man who dies in anonymity after lamenting the fate of his people, 
falling into an open cavern without ceremony or a single witness.  The situation of the Last 
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Survivor not only establishes the origins of the dragon’s hoard, but it also foregrounds Beowulf’s 
desire for remembrance through this story of an unremembered man—the nameless survivor, his 
grave unvisited and his story all but forgotten.  I would suggest that the Last Survivor’s death 
demonstrates the exact sort of anonymity and oblivion that Beowulf specifically sought to avoid 
through his becn atop Hrones Næs.  Following the theft of a cup from the dragon’s hoard, the 
Beowulf-poet traces the origin of these buried treasures:  
  Þær wæs swylcra fela  
in ðam eorðsele         ærgestreona,  
swa hy on geardagum         gumena nathwylc,  
eormenlafe         æþelan cynnes,  
þanchycgende         þær gehydde,  
deore maðmas.         Ealle hie deað fornam  
ærran mælum,         ond se an ða gen  
leoda duguðe,         se ðær lengest hwearf,  
weard winegeomor,         wende þæs ylcan,  
þæt he lytel fæc         longgestreona  
brucan moste.         Beorh eall gearo  
wunode on wonge         wæteryðum neah,  
niwe be næsse,         nearocræftum fæst;  
þær on innan bær         eorlgestreona  
hringa hyrde         hordwyrðne dæl,  
fættan goldes […]118        
 
[There were many such ancient treasures in that earth-hall, for in days long ago a 
certain unknown man thought to hide there the immense leavings of a noble race, 
precious treasures.  Death took all of them at an earlier time, and he alone, a 
warrior of the people, he who survived the longest, a keeper mourning his friends, 
expected the same, that he might enjoy those ancient treasures for a little while.  
A mound was all ready, set on a field near the ocean waves, new on the cliff, 
secure with craftily inaccessible entrances.  There he carried within the ancient 
treasure, the keeper of rings, a hoard-worthy share, gilded with gold…] 
 
The man described here is the last of his people, the lone warrior who outlived them all and is 
now left to bury their treasure.  The physical structure into which this Last Survivor loads his 
people’s hoard of treasure is called a “beorh” and later a “hlæwe” (at line 2773), words that 
Owen-Crocker notes “are used in this sense of Beowulf’s own tumulus” and therefore make this 
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space “an unambiguous burial mound.”119  Owen-Crocker reads both the treasure the Last 
Survivor carries into this barrow and the descriptive references to aristocratic trappings and 
animals—hawks and horses—in the “lay” that follows (lines 2247–66) as tantamount to grave 
goods.
120
  Having buried his people’s treasure and made his mournful speech, the Last Survivor 
meets his own end: 
Swa giomormod     giohðo mænde 
an æfter eallum,     unbliðe hwearf  
dæges ond nihtes,     oð ðæt deaðes wylm 
hran æt heortan.
121
 
 
[So he, grieving, complained of his sorrow, alone after all; joyless days and nights 
passed, until death’s flood reached his heart.] 
 
With his “lay,” the Last Survivor does not merely lament the passing of all his people, but he 
also mourns his own death: his speech serves as much as an elegy to those who have gone on 
before him as it does a funerary dirge for him.    
 The description of the Last Survivor’s final resting place is echoed in Beowulf’s own 
grave: the former is a prepared barrow that has not previously been used (it is described as 
“niwe,” perhaps built by the Last Survivor himself122), it is set in a field on a bluff (“be næsse” 
[on the cliffs]) near the sea, and loaded full of treasure.  These parallels invite a comparison with 
Beowulf’s burial, which serves to underscore what is missing from the Last Survivor’s grave.  
Strikingly absent are the details that would make this location, in which the Last Survivor’s life 
ends, a commemorative space: it is unnamed, and the field in which the barrow stands is left 
anonymous.  There is also no one around to hear his lament, and so there is no one for whom this 
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place would evoke any memory whatsoever—the poet notes that it is not seen by anyone for 
centuries.  In fact, with its having been made “nearocræftum fæst” [secure with craftily 
inaccessible entrances], this grave is given a sense of being wholly inaccessible, purposefully 
concealed and unknowable in order to protect its valuable contents (which it ironically fails to do 
by the time of Beowulf’s reign).  While the treasure is in a mound, the Last Survivor’s body is 
necessarily unburied; the dragon finds this place “opene standan”123 [standing open] because 
there was no one left to backfill the grave of the Last Survivor.  This barrow’s seeming 
invisibility on the landscape suits the Last Survivor’s purpose of hiding (“gehydde”) the treasure, 
which leads me to argue that although this space is fashioned as a grave and the poet describes it 
using the terms for a burial mound, it is distinctly not a memorial.  It is for a “gumena nathwylc” 
[a certain unknown man], a person who is at once individuated by the poet (hwylc) but who 
remains unknown (nat).  With its human contents unknown, the barrow cannot serve as a place 
of memory: it is not simply a forgotten space, but one that was never remembered in the first 
place.  In fact, in the centuries between the Last Survivor’s death and Beowulf’s reign, we know 
that this mound is found only by one dragon (whose occupation, according to the poet, is seeking 
out such hoard-filled barrows) and then a thief (whose entire business is secret and hidden, on 
the outskirts of the community).
124
  As the sole remaining member of his people who in his own 
eulogy recounts his now-lost civilization, this unknown man cannot remain in the gemynd 
[memory] of anyone.   
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 Although the Last Survivor’s barrow does contain his body, this grave is without the 
signification or the audience that is necessary for memoria.  Unlike Beowulf’s grave, the Last 
Survivor’s grave lacks a reader and is unable to signify the individual buried within it.  Identified 
only as “gumena nathwylc,” this man remains nameless even to our poet, who “remembers” this 
Last Survivor as an expression of loss and forgottenness.  The Last Survivor and his people are 
thus consigned to oblivion, both forgetting and forgotten: he is the final “rememberer” of his 
people, and he too—nameless and faceless and buried in an unknowable grave—is 
unremembered.  The forgotten nature of the Last Survivor’s identity as a “gumena nathwylc” 
taps into the fear of oblivion as a correlative of damnation for the Anglo-Saxon Christian: to be 
unknown and unremembered is to be counted among the damned.  Labeled as “nathwylc,” the 
Last Survivor is described in a way that recalls the words of Christ in Christ and Satan who, in 
addressing the damned, declares “Astigað nu, awyrgde, in þæt witehus / ofostum miclum.  Nu ic 
eow ne con”125 [“Descend now, wicked ones, into that place of punishment with great haste.  
Now I do not know you”].  The verb here, cunnan, suggests not only knowledge but familiarity, 
which Christ denies to those damned to hell.  To be unknown is to be forgotten, forever cast from 
the mind of God.
126
  For the Anglo-Saxon poet, the sorrow of the Last Survivor’s death is greater 
than simply the latter’s own loss of his people, because it resonates with a fear of the complete 
loss of one’s identity for all eternity.  
 The Last Survivor’s barrow presents an image of the unremembered dead that 
foregrounds and even amplifies Beowulf’s employment of inscription as a mechanism of 
remembrance as he is dying some 400 lines later.  As a negative exemplum of memory, the Last 
Survivor’s tragic story offers a scenario that showcases the trauma of forgetting and thereby 
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underscores the importance of remembering the dead that is later initiated by Beowulf.  The Last 
Survivor’s situation serves as a keen reminder of the necessity of both the commemorative space 
and the rememberer—that is, the text and its reader.  In the final words Beowulf speaks to 
Wiglaf before his death, Beowulf acknowledges the threat of oblivion for himself and the 
Wægemundings:  
þu eart endelaf         usses cynnes,  
Wægmundinga;         ealle wyrd forsweop  
mine magas         to metodsceafte,  
eorlas on elne;         ic him æfter sceal.
127
  
 
[You are the last one of our people, the Wægmundings; fate swept away all of my 
kin to destiny, earls in bravery.  I must follow them.] 
 
Having already remarked on his lack of a son in lines 2729–32a, Beowulf here relates that 
Wiglaf is the last of their race.  Without this bloodline, Beowulf risks having no kin by which to 
convey his memory to future generations of Geats.  This fear of oblivion underscores Beowulf’s 
clear desire that this monument will outlast his own flesh and the end of his bloodline; “wyrd 
forsweop” [fate swept away] the people in body, but his barrow will remain as a permanent 
fixture.  The constructed barrow is meant to situate Beowulf, rendered as a legible inscription on 
the landscape at Hrones Næs, before the eyes of seafarers, and thus to write him forever into the 
memory of the people.  
 
Writing Beowulf into the Anglo-Saxon Commemorative Landscape 
My reading of the inscription of the dead in Beowulf as an expression of Anglo-Saxon 
memoria intervenes in the critical dialogue regarding the relation between the Christian poet and 
his pre-Christian, heroic subjects.  It is often assumed that Beowulf’s funeral would have been 
disturbingly pagan for Anglo-Saxon readers.  But this assumption does not consider how the 
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poet’s representation of this event resonates with contemporary Anglo-Saxon practices.  As 
noted above, although he writes from a Christian vantage point, the Beowulf-poet does not decry 
Beowulf’s cremation as pagan, which suggests archaism rather than culpability.  Nor does the 
poet indicate any disapproval of Beowulf’s desire for above-ground commemoration; in fact, the 
designation of above-ground monuments, memorial inscriptions, and the deliberate placement of 
graves near known landmarks are all well-established customs for elite burials of Christian 
Anglo-Saxons through the early eleventh century, when our single extant version of Beowulf was 
copied.  For the Beowulf-poet and his Christian Anglo-Saxon audience, remembrance is not 
merely the purview of the long-past heroic world of great renown, but an integral part of the 
Christian view of the afterlife: salvation itself is figured as remembrance through inscription—
that is, being inscribed in heaven and having one’s name written in the Book of Life so that one 
might be remembered by God.  And this suggests that the very things Beowulf so desired at the 
end of his life—to be held in gemyndum [memory], and for his monument to be seen so that he 
might be on the minds of the community surrounding his grave—would have been sympathetic 
concepts to Anglo-Saxon Christians.  Beowulf’s death reflects at once the historical moment of 
its heroic setting and the contemporary Anglo-Saxon concern for writing the dead to preserve 
their identities in memory.  The poem thus echoes the Christian impetus toward inscription as a 
marker of the dead in a way that is consistent with the Anglo-Saxon view of what makes a “good 
death.”   
 My reading of the familiarizing effect of the use of Christian memoria in describing 
Beowulf’s death and funeral has significant implications for how we read the much-debated final 
lines of the poem.  One of the more controversial topics regarding Christian theology in the 
poem is the moment of Beowulf’s death and the poet’s designation of the dead king’s spiritual 
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fate.  After telling Wiglaf that he is the “endelaf usses cynnes”128 [the last one of our people], as 
all his other kinsmen have been swept away, Beowulf dies, and the poet remarks on the scene:  
Þæt wæs þam gomelan         gingæste word  
breostgehygdum,         ær he bæl cure,  
hate heaðowylmas;         him of hræðre gewat  
sawol secean         soðfæstra dom.
129
  
 
[That was the last word from his thoughts for the old warrior, before he chose the 
pyre, hot hostile flame; from the breast went his soul to the judgment of the 
righteous.] 
 
The particular phrase “soðfæstra dom” has been translated both as “judgment of the righteous” 
and as something less suggestive of a specifically Christian judgment or afterlife—such as A. J. 
Bliss’s suggestion of “his spirit departed from his breast, hoping for the esteem of the true-
judging.”130  In fact, critics such as W. F. Bolton have gone so far as to suggest that—despite the 
reference in these lines to the departure of the “sawol”—Beowulf’s spirit does not leave at this 
moment, but at his cremation and is further evidence of Germanic pagan funerary practices.
131
  
But, as Cavill points out in his argument for the Christian character of this line, “there is no 
linguistic indication that the departure of the soul is specifically linked with the cremation” in 
this passage.
132
  Rather, the poet’s remark that Beowulf “chooses” the flame seems to be a 
reference to Beowulf’s earlier instructions for Wiglaf that the monument be built “beorhtne æfter 
bæle” [bright after the funeral fire]; in other words, Beowulf expects that his wish to be cremated 
will be granted.  Fulk, Bjork, and Niles note that, while these allusions to fate, cremation pyres, 
and joining one’s ancestors appear unequivocally pagan, “in keeping with Christian belief, the 
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hero’s soul is said to depart from his breast at the time of death, and hence some while before his 
body is cremated (at 3137–55).”133  This reading divorces the pagan associations from the 
pending cremation of Beowulf’s body, and places the separation of body and soul at the moment 
of his death.  That Beowulf’s body is bereft of its soul at death is reinforced by the poet’s 
reference to Beowulf as the “sawulleasne”134 [soul-less one] when his retainers find his body.  In 
fact, the poet goes on to emphasize just how dead Beowulf is at this moment by first noting that 
he (and the dragon) “hæfde … ende gefered / lænan lifes”135 [had journeyed to the end of this 
transitory life], and then describing how Wiglaf repeatedly attempts to revive his fallen king, to 
no avail:  
Ne meahte he on eorðan,         ðeah he uðe wel,  
on ðam frumgare         feorh gehealdan,  
ne ðæs wealdendes         wiht oncirran;  
wolde dom Godes         dædum rædan  
gumena gehwylcum,         swa he nu gen deð.
136
  
 
[He could not, though he wanted to, keep the life in his leader on the earth, nor 
change a whit the decree of the Ruler; the judgment of God would rule the deeds 
of each man, as it yet does now.] 
 
Life has left Beowulf, and his soul is gone.  The poet’s allocation of Beowulf’s death to God’s 
decree—which Beowulf himself declares repeatedly throughout the poem—is here likened to 
God’s sovereignty over life and death in the present world.137  Beowulf’s death is described here 
in recognizably Christian terms, echoing God’s control over the fates of men that is expressed in 
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numerous Old English poems whose theology is rarely questioned.
138
  Others have taken this 
approach even further, suggesting not only that Beowulf’s death and his soul’s passing to 
“soðfæstra dom” have a “Christian character,” but that Beowulf himself is actually saved: 
Thomas D. Hill remarks that, however pagan burial practices were treated in contemporary 
(Frankish) documents, Beowulf himself is treated as “a wholly admirable hero whose soul 
ascends to heaven, and Wiglaf and the other Geats are depicted sympathetically in the poem.”139  
Although many critics remain uncomfortable with the notion that the Beowulf-poet might suggest 
that a pagan king of the Geats would go to God’s judgment and be numbered among the saved, 
the evidence points to Beowulf’s funeral being an entirely suitable end for the king that does not 
garner obvious criticism from the poet.  Thus, I would suggest that, while the Beowulf-poet 
ultimately skirts the issue of Beowulf’s Christianity by avoiding an explicit statement of the 
hero’s salvation, it is certainly suggested: Beowulf’s death is framed in the Christian terms of the 
soul’s ascent, God’s judgment, and the people’s remembrance.  Perhaps the poet thought that, in 
order to emphasize the “goodness” of Beowulf’s death and the adequacy of his remembrance to 
the poem’s audience, these events must be framed in recognizably Christian terms.  As Hill and 
others have suggested, “the Beowulf-poet seems to have thought that some pre-Christian 
Germanic kings and heroes, like the patriarchs of the Old Testament, were saved.”140  The poet 
does not overtly and anachronistically label Beowulf’s funeral as Christian, but instead subtly 
assimilates it to Christian practices familiar to Anglo-Saxons.  His description of Beowulf’s 
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death hints at Beowulf’s belonging to the category of Christian kings rather than pagan ones, and 
thereby evokes a contemporary Anglo-Saxon perspective of a “good king” and a “good death.” 
 The criticism regarding the status of Beowulf’s salvation has also particularly zeroed in 
on the implications of the poem’s final lines, at which point Beowulf’s people are participating in 
the second funeral ceremony around the barrow they have built.  Once the treasure has been 
loaded into the grave, Beowulf’s retainers participate in a curious “ride around the barrow”:  
Þa ymbe hlæw riodan         hildediore,  
æþelinga bearn,         ealra twelfe,  
woldon care cwiðan         ond cyning mænan,  
wordgyd wrecan         ond ymb wer sprecan; 
eahtodan eorlscipe         ond his ellenweorc  
duguðum demdon—         swa hit gedefe bið  
þæt mon his winedryhten         wordum herge,  
ferhðum freoge,         þonne he forð scile  
of lichaman         læded weorðan.
 
 
Swa begnornodon         Geata leode  
hlafordes hryre,         heorðgeneatas; 
cwædon þæt he wære         wyruldcyninga  
manna mildust         ond monðwærust,  
leodum liðost         ond lofgeornost.
 141
   
 
[Then they rode around the mound, the battle-brave men, sons of nobles, twelve 
in all.  They wanted to lament their cares and speak of their king, compose songs 
and speak about the man; they honored his nobility and praised highly his 
bravery, as it is fitting for one to praise his lord with words, love in spirit, when he 
is led forth from the body.  So the people of the Geats, hearth-companions, 
lamented their lord’s death; they said that he was of all the world’s kings the 
mildest of men and most gentle, the kindest to his people and most eager for 
praise.] 
 
Most discussions of this final scene with the eulogizing Geats contextualize it with a parallel 
scene in Jordanes’ description of the funeral of Attila the Hun in Getica, in which the retainers 
speak praises of their dead leader while riding around his body on a funerary tableau;
 142
 these 
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scenes have also been read in terms of their resemblance to Roman military rituals, which may 
suggest “that Roman funeral rituals had become assimilated in Germanic tradition.”143  The 
chants and praises that are briefly described here have also been interpreted, though I think 
wrongly, in terms of their suggestion of the Geats’ paganism.  For example, Roberta Frank has 
suggested a context for the praise of the dead king in Old Norse memorial texts, of which, Frank 
argues, the Beowulf-poet may have received knowledge from Scandinavians settled in the 
Danelaw in order to “add pagan color, to archaize and Nordicize” his poem.144  Robinson, taking 
the heathen reading of the funeral to greater lengths, argues that such behavior around graves 
would be understood as distinctly pagan by an Anglo-Saxon reader of Beowulf owing to the 
forbidding words of clerics such as Ælfric regarding drinking and eating at the graveside.  
Robinson remarks that “while we have long recognized that the cremation of Beowulf and the 
burial of him with lavish grave goods were flagrant violations of the church’s teachings in the 
poet’s day, it seems possible that the chants and processions of the warriors before the hero’s 
grave-mound would have been seen as no less flagrant an infraction of Christian observance.”145  
But it must be acknowledged that the Beowulf-poet does not treat this behavior at Beowulf’s 
grave as a ludicrous, irreverent heathen practice.  Immediately following this passage, the poet 
states outright that the Geats do so “swa hit gedefe bið / þæt mon his winedryhten  wordum 
herge” [as it is fitting that one praise his lord with words].  The sense here, then, is that the 
Geats’ verbalized praise at the grave seemed to the poet appropriate for people mourning a dead 
king, even in his own time.  
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 Considerably less attention has been given to the specifically Christian connotations in 
the poet’s description of Beowulf’s graveside eulogies.  Singing at the grave is found among the 
Anglo-Saxon practices for the venerated Christian dead.  For example, in Bede’s Historia 
(IV.19), he describes the life and death of the wife of King Ecgfrith of the East Angles, 
Æthethryth, who founded the monastery at Ely, where she lived a pure life and predicted her own 
death by plague.  She requested to be “ligneo in locello sepulta”146 [buried in a wooden coffin], 
and at the behest of Seaxburh, who succeeded Æthethryth as abbess, her body was later 
translated to a coffin of white marble.  At the moment of translation, Æthethryth’s body was 
found to be unspoiled miraculously and even healed of scars from the plague.  In describing the 
monks’ preparation for the body’s translation, Bede records the words of the doctor named 
Cynefrith who treated Æthethryth prior to death:  
Cumque post tot annos eleuanda essent ossa de sepulchro, et extento desuper 
papilione omnis congregatio, hinc fratrum inde sororum, psallens circumstaret, 
ipsa autem abbatissa intus cum paucis ossa elatura et dilutura intrasset, repente 
audiuimus abbatissam intus clara uoce proclamare: “Sit gloria nomini Domini.”147 
 
[When, after a number of years, her bones were to be lifted from the coffin, a tent 
was erected over it and all the congregation, the brothers on one side and the 
sisters on the other, surrounded it, singing.  The abbess herself had gone inside 
with a few others to raise and wash the bones, and suddenly we heard the abbess 
proclaim in a clear voice from within: “Glory be to the name of the Lord!”] 
 
In Cynefrith’s account for Bede, the brothers and sisters stood around the tent and were singing 
prior to the discovery that Æthethryth’s body was uncorrupted by death.  Their singing, then, was 
out of reverence for the occasion and, in particular, for Æthethryth as a respected member of 
their holy congregation.  This type of activity at the graveside, even in the presence of the body, 
is therefore not met with censure, but instead reinforces the importance of Æthethryth in their 
community as they enact their remembrance of her by circling her body.  Similarly, the lauding 
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of Beowulf by his people at the poem’s end as they surround his grave is shown as an act of 
veneration of the dead not unlike the unquestionably Christian practice described by Bede.  
 A consideration of the Geats’ eulogies within a Christian context also requires a fuller 
consideration of the highly debated final lines of the poem that list Beowulf’s qualities.  Much of 
the scholarship concerning Beowulf’s funeral reads these final lines in very stark terms, 
particularly the poem’s final word, lofgeornost: for example, Robinson and E. G. Stanley read 
“lofgeornost” as “vainglory,” and therefore evidence of the hero’s paganism and his 
damnation.
148
  And J. R. R. Tolkien, in his landmark essay “Beowulf: The Monsters and the 
Critics,” suggests that the motivation to seek “lof”—which Tolkien sees as having connotations 
of pagan fame—is a sign that not only was Beowulf pagan, but the poet himself was not far 
removed from paganism.
149
  Because the Beowulf-poet frames Beowulf’s death and burial with a 
similar method for carrying one’s name into the future as Christian Anglo-Saxon memoria, 
however, I suggest instead that the final lines be considered in light of the Christian meaning of 
“lof.”  Of particular interest is the use of “lof” in a meditation on earthly and heavenly 
commemoration in the Old English elegiac poem, The Seafarer.
150
  After remarking that death 
comes to all, whether by illness, old age, or the sword, the speaker of The Seafarer states, 
Forþon þæt bið eorla gehwam         æftercweþendra  
lof lifgendra         lastworda betst,  
þæt he gewyrce,         ær he on weg scyle,  
fremum on foldan         wið feonda niþ,  
deorum dædum         deofle togeanes,  
þæt hine ælda bearn         æfter hergen,  
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ond his lof siþþan         lifge mid englum  
awa to ealdre,         ecan lifes blæd,  
dream mid dugeþum.
151
 
 
[Therefore it is for each of nobles the best reputation, the praise of the living 
speaking afterward—that before he departs, he bring about good works on earth 
against the enemies’ malice, bold deeds against the devil, so that the sons of men 
will extol him afterward, and his praise thereafter might live with angels forever 
and ever, in the joy of eternal life, delight among heaven’s host.] 
 
The speaker goes on to remark—though almost with an air of nostalgia—that those days of the 
earthly pomp of kings are gone; what counts is not wealth, but praiseworthy deeds accomplished 
in this life so that one’s “praise might live with the angels.”  This passage from The Seafarer 
implies that praise on earth is not foolhardy or pagan, but critically linked to how one fares in the 
afterlife.  If one has committed praiseworthy deeds on earth, then those deeds will be 
commended (and therefore remembered) in heaven.  The speaker of The Seafarer certainly sees 
praiseworthy deeds having this effect on one’s salvation.  And there is concrete evidence in 
Beowulf that Beowulf himself saw God’s remembrance of one’s deeds having an impact on his 
own fate after death.  In Beowulf’s first speech as he lay dying, once he consigns his armor to 
Wiglaf, he reflects on his praiseworthy life and rule:  
       Ic ðæs ealles mæg 
feorhbennum seoc         gefean habban;  
for ðam me witan ne ðearf         waldend fira  
morðorbealo maga,         þonne min sceaceð  
lif of lice.
152
 
 
[I, sick with mortal wounds, can have joy for all that; therefore the Lord of men 
has no need to accuse me of slaying my own kin when my life goes out from my 
body.] 
 
Beowulf envisions an afterlife whose conditions depend on how the “waldend fira” [Lord of 
men] judges one’s deeds.  Beowulf has not perpetrated “morðorbealo maga” [kin-slaying], one 
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of the worst crimes one might commit, and he anticipates this fact (along with the praiseworthy 
deeds he has just articulated) to be acknowledged by God.  In other words, Beowulf can “habban 
gefean” [have joy] in knowing that God will remember his earthly deeds after he is dead.  It 
appears, then, that the Beowulf-poet does in fact link the hero’s eagerness for praise and his 
concern for how his earthly works are remembered to the postmortem fate of his soul.  As 
Beowulf dies, he has God’s judgment of his deeds on his mind; perhaps in an effort to support 
their fallen lord as he faces God’s scrutiny, then, the Geats sing his praises around his grave.  
While the Beowulf-poet certainly does not go so far as to suggest that the people actually petition 
God for the soul of Beowulf, the image of the living at the graveside remembering deceased 
loved ones with words is not at all far from the Christian use of gravestones as votive objects, set 
up in memory of the dead.  
 It must not, therefore, be overlooked that Beowulf’s people are acknowledging their 
king’s qualities and his “eagerness for fame,” and are recalling the evidence of his goodness in 
life, as they circumambulate Beowulf’s barrow.  The very monument that was intended to 
inscribe him on the memories of the living is at the physical center of the Geats’ verbalized 
remembrance of their lord.  The above-ground commemorative object is here represented with its 
mnemonic qualities at work, as its presence inspires their thoughts about the deceased and thus 
the continuation of his presence in the memories of the living.  In presenting Beowulf’s memory 
in terms of physical inscription, the poet’s use of this eulogizing scene reinforces the importance 
of the remembrance of one’s deeds and also gestures toward remembrance in the afterlife in 
ways that echo the type of remembrance desired by Anglo-Saxon Christians.  Having voiced 
concern over how he will be remembered by God, Beowulf envisions this inscription on the 
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landscape perpetuating his memory among the living, which reflects the ultimate aims of 
Christian memoria in Anglo-Saxon England.  
 
Conclusion 
To date, the material aspects of Beowulf’s death and burial have not been fully treated in 
light of contemporary Anglo-Saxon commemorative practices.  These scenes are instead 
typically read as evoking (potentially dangerous) pagan practices of a distant past, remote from 
the written poem’s Christian audience.  My argument regarding inscription and remembrance in 
Beowulf ultimately suggests a more nuanced view of the Christianized nature of the poem’s final 
scenes: the representation of Beowulf’s death is not a vestige of paganism that the poet criticizes, 
but the product of the Christian poet’s reconceptualization of death and remembrance in the 
pagan past.  Particularly when read alongside the mythologized death of Scyld Scefing and the 
terrifying anonymity of the Last Survivor’s grave, the death of Beowulf relies on mechanisms for 
remembrance—in particular, the grave-as-inscription—that directly parallel Christian practices 
in England from the eighth through the eleventh centuries.  As Cavill points out,  
[…] the Christianity of the poem is much more ordinary and less idiosyncratic 
than has been asserted over recent years.  The poet knew his theology and 
understood the world in Christian terms, even though he excluded some great 
dogmas of the church from his poem.  He thought deeply about the religious 
meaning of his work, I believe, even as he chose to focus on fights against 
monsters as the bones of the story.
153
 
 
I would extend this interpretation of the Beowulf-poet’s understanding of “the world in Christian 
terms” to suggest that the death and burial of Beowulf specifically reflect concerns for memory 
and oblivion that are bound up in the Anglo-Saxons’ views of death and the remembrance of the 
dead by the living.   
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 While Beowulf’s death by dragon bite is undeniably tied to the heroic and legendary 
world, his final requests and veneration through a visible, legible memorial would have been 
remarkably familiar for both the Christian poet and audience of Beowulf, for whom a “good 
death” was a written death.  In reflecting on Beowulf’s achievement of remembrance after death, 
one cannot help but consider the composition of the poem itself and its preservation in 
manuscript.  Perhaps written both to conserve and to adapt a story from the Anglo-Saxons’ own 
heritage, the poem makes Beowulf’s story not simply extant, but seemingly immortal, as some 
scribe in the early eleventh century chose (to borrow the phrase from Isidore of Seville) to “bind 
in letters” this tale so that it would not “vanish into oblivion.”  The very idea of writing—
employed self-consciously by Anglo-Saxon poets to preserve the stories of the distant past and 
the dead—was central to the world of the Beowulf-poet, and it surfaces in his representation of 
remembrance in the heroic world.   
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